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Abstract 
That the unconscious ‘may be laboring under a moral compulsion to educate us,’ is a 
provocative theory posed by Cormac McCarthy in his recent work of non-fiction, the 
Kekulé Problem. He suggests that, for several million years — long pre-dating the arrival 
of complex language — the unconscious has performed a biological function in guiding us 
on how to live. ‘The map is not the territory’ interrogates the prevalence of dreams and 
archetypal figures in McCarthy’s novels, as they appear to express the development of his 
interest in the unconscious. Arguably, this lends itself to the formation of a mythopoeic 
structure that embodies not just the idea of unconscious moral agency, but also the 
importance of myth and myth-making in the generation of meaning in human lives. 
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A map is not the territory it represents, but, if correct, it has a similar structure to the 
territory, which accounts for its usefulness […] if we reflect upon languages, we find at 
best they can only be considered as maps. A word is not the object it represents.1 
  
                                               
1 Korzybski, A. ‘Non – Aristotelian System And Its Necessity For Rigour In Mathematics And Physics’ in 
‘Science and Sanity’. International Non-Aristotelian Library Publishing Company (1933) pp.750, 751 
https://pdfs.semanticscholar.org/c291/61b8e0971844c0919ea070f6868d28df7adf.pdf?_ga=2.178105125.140
878384.1569579756-378390234.1569579756  
[Accessed: January 2019] 
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Introduction 
The Universal (In) Significance of Dreaming? 
 
 
There is little consensus as to the role and function of dreams,2 but it is widely held 
that over the average human lifespan of 70 years, six of them will be occupied with 
dreaming.3  Their typically involuntary nature — coupled with the abstraction and 
inconsistency it can entail — are defining aspects of the controversy surrounding dream 
study, and their interpretation as everything from meaningless, to prophetic, portentous, 
and revelatory has caused them to be a source and feature of literature as far back as the 
record allows.4 
In Western culture specifically, the dream vision as a literary device of the mid to 
late medieval period drew on biblical precedent as a means of authority,5 offering 
everything from consolation to social critique.6 From the 14th century the re-discovery of 
many works of classical antiquity once thought lost7 reminded a Western audience of the 
centrality of the dream to the Greco- Roman world, and though a more temporal humanism 
gradually became dominant in the arts, the biblical dream narrative remained familiar 
subject matter during the Renaissance.8 
                                               
2 For examples on opposite sides of the spectrum compare Jung’s The Archetypes and the Collective 
Unconscious. Second Edition. Translated by RFC Hull. (London: Routledge, 1991) with J. Allan Hobson and 
Robert W. McCarley’s The Brain as a Dream State Generator: An Activation Synthesis Hypothesis of the 
Dream Process (The American Journal of Psychiatry, 1977) https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21570 
[Accessed: May 2019] 
3 McNamara, P. and Bulkeley, K. Dreams as a Source of Supernatural Agent Concepts (Frontiers in 
Psychology https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4365543/ [Accessed: May 2019] 
4 Dreams perform a prophetic role in the 4000 year old Epic of Gilgamesh, discovered in 1853, in modern 
day Iraq. https://www.ancient.eu/gilgamesh/ [Accessed: December 2018] 
5 There has been much research into the potential source texts of Biblical stories, with for example, many 
similarities between Sumerian accounts of the eight kings who ruled before the flood, and of course, of the 
Great Flood itself. See for example: Wood, Bryant G. Great Discoveries in ‘Biblical Archaeology: The 
Sumerian King List’ Bible and Spade, 2003  http://www.galaxie.com/article/bspade16-4-04 [Accessed: April 
2019] 
6 Wellesley, Mary- ‘Dream Visions’ https://www.bl.uk/medieval-literature/articles/dream-visions [Accessed: 
February 2019] 
7 Only in the West; many of the re-discovered works had never been lost to the East, and it was the Fall of 
Constantinople (or the Eastern Roman Empire as it was also known) to the Ottoman Turks that saw many of 
them return to Europe. Renewed interest also led to the recovery of works that had languished in monastic 
libraries across the continent. Osborne, R. Civilisation: A New History of the Western World. (London: 
Pimlico, 2006) p.33 
8 Harris, W. Dreams and Experience in Classical Antiquity. (Harvard: Harvard University Press, 2009) 
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The greater dissemination of literature enabled by the printing press began with 
vernacular translations of the bible, and aided the gradual decline of centralised religious 
authority, but the subjective, yet universal nature of dreams and dreaming ensured their 
inclusion and continued relevance to the creative arts.9 The protean, but still particular, 
personal, and intimate nature of the dream made it particularly amenable to the subjective 
realism of the novel as it emerged in recognisably modern form during the 18th century, 
while their abundant plasticity also became a locus of criticism during that self-referential 
Age of Reason. Voltaire defined the dream as ‘transient madness’ in his Dictionaire 
Philosophique: ‘Let the wisest man, if he would understand madness, attend to the 
succession of his ideas while he dreams.’10 
Romanticism defined itself in part by opposition to the neo-classical trends that had 
inspired the Enlightenment, and with its celebration of the individual and of the individual 
imagination, the Romantic period could be described as anti-rational, or perhaps even as 
post-rational. Close attention was paid to the fruits of altered states of consciousness in for 
example Thomas De Quincey’s Confessions, and Coleridge’s Kublai Khan. The poet 
Robert Southey kept a comprehensive dream journal, and so did the scientist Sir Humphrey 
Davy. This spirit of total enquiry can be seen in works as united by theme but diverse in 
execution as Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein and Friedrich Schelling’s Naturphilosophie. The 
importance of the dream to waking life was perhaps most elegantly defined by Coleridge in 
his posthumously published notebooks from 1816: 
 
If man could pass thro’ Paradise in a Dream & have a flower presented to him as a 
pledge that his Soul had really been there, & found that flower in his hand when 
he awoke- Aye! What then?11 
 
 It was with the emergence of the formal study of psychology in the late 19th and 
early 20th century that the dream itself became the subject of more intensive research, 
albeit with disruptive and inconclusive results.12 In the arts the creative potential of the 
unconscious began to find expression in the importance surrealism placed on the dream, 
and the Modernist avant-garde harnessed aspects of dreamed experience, such as 
                                               
9 Though informed, as John Gray notes, by the teleological worldview of the Judaeo-Christian tradition: 
Gray, J. Black Mass: Apocalyptic Religion and the Death of Utopia. (London: Allen Lane Penguin Books, 
2007) 
10 https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/voltaire/dictionary/chapter314.html [Accessed: January 2019] 
11 Anima Poetæ: From the Unpublished Note-books of Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1895) edited by Ernest 
Hartley Coleridge (Scholar’s Choice, London, 2015) p. 238. 
https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Anima_Poetae_from_the_Unpublished_Notebo.html?id=6ro2rgEAC
AAJ&source=kp_book_description&redir_esc=y 
[Accessed: March 2019] 
12 See chapter 1 of this study 
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fragmentation and juxtaposition, as a means of describing an accelerated age; reaching its 
apogee, perhaps, with T.S. Eliot’s The Wasteland (1922). Literary Modernism could be 
considered to have reached a logical conclusion with James Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake in 
1939, which was widely perceived to be an attempt to re-create the experience of a dream 
in all its literal, consuming, almost impenetrable density.13 
 
A writer long noted for deliberately archaic prose and allusion,14 Cormac McCarthy 
was first published in 1959, and while critically lauded, he remained a figure peripheral to 
the public consciousness until the appearance of All the Pretty Horses in 1992. Since that 
time the corpus of critical studies devoted to his work has grown considerably15. Of his ten 
novels to date, dreams are described in varying, sometimes intense detail on 50 occasions 
(one dream in particular is narrated and discussed for 20 pages16), whilst the act of 
dreaming is mentioned or referenced on 67 more. At least two of the novels are framed by 
dreams, and arguments have been made for considering a further two as dream narratives, 
albeit in nightmare form.17 To say then that dreams occupy a place of central importance in 
the novels of McCarthy is not controversial, though it is a field of enquiry less well 
developed than most. Edwin T. Arnold has given the topic its most sustained treatment. He 
writes:  
 
It may be that all Cormac McCarthy’s writings constitute a dream. Reading 
McCarthy’s works — any one of them — is an experience not quite real. We are 
never in the present world, neither in time nor history.18  
 
In the 18 years since Arnold made this point, McCarthy has published two novels, a 
play in the form of a duologue, and a film script. This weighting towards short-form works 
suggests that McCarthy appreciates the immediate connection to an audience that the stage 
and screen formats provide, and certainly the message of each could be described as direct. 
                                               
13See Anthony Burgess- Here Comes Everybody: An introduction to James Joyce for the ordinary reader 
(Arena Arrow, London 1965,1987): https://www.anthonyburgess.org/blog-posts/burgess-on-joyce-here-
comes-everybody/ [Accessed: May 2019] 
14 Bloom, Harold- Introduction to: ‘Cormac McCarthy. Blood Meridian, Or the Evening Redness in the 
West,’ in How to Read and Why New York: Scribner, (2001) xi.  
15 James Dorson, Julius Greve and Markus Wierschem ‘Cormac McCarthy Between Worlds’- European 
Journal of American Studies https://journals.openedition.org/ejas/12253 [Accessed: May 2019] 
16 In Cities of the Plain, the last novel of the Border Trilogy, Billy and the Mexican discus and describe the 
dream within a dream- p.270- 289 
17 Dianne C. Luce describes both Outer Dark and Blood Meridian as dream-narratives: ‘[T]he life 
experiences of both male protagonists are largely presented as gnostic or purgatorial nightmares.’ p.93 
‘Reading the World:’ Cormac McCarthy’s Tennessee Period (University of South Carolina Press, Columbia 
2009) [Accessed: April 2019]. Edwin T. Arnold also makes this point metaphorically about Blood Meridian 
in ‘Go to Sleep:’ Dreams and Visions in the Trilogy.’ A Cormac McCarthy Companion: The Border Trilogy 
(University Press of Mississippi, Jackson, 2001) p.36 
18 Ibid p.38 
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The sole unpublished screenplay remaining in the McCarthy archive is ‘Whales and Men’, 
which was written at some point before 1986.19 The protagonist Peter Gregory provides 
McCarthy’s most direct expression of the significance of dreams: 
 
More and more language seemed to me to be an aberration by which we had come 
to lose the world. Everything that is named is set at one remove from itself […] 
when I began to see the world that way I began to see the true extent of our 
alienation. What if there existed a dialogue among the life forms of this earth from 
which we had excluded ourselves so totally that we no longer believed it even to 
exist? Could it be that dialogue that we still sense in dreams? I knew that dreams 
were pre-lingual.20 
 
Archived for more than thirty years, ‘Whales and Men’ would have remained only 
a scholarly resource had McCarthy not published The Kekulé Problem (2017) in the 
science journal Nautilus. David Krakauer, president of the Santa Fe Institute (SFI) of 
which McCarthy is a research associate, introduced that article, describing it as an attempt 
to reconcile  
 
[t]he fact that the very recent and “uniquely” human capability of near infinite 
expressive power arising through a combinatorial grammar is built on the 
foundations of a far more ancient animal brain. Cormac expresses this tension as 
the deep suspicion, perhaps even contempt that the primeval unconscious feels 
toward the upstart, conscious language.21  
 
With his tongue slightly in his cheek, Krakauer describes how, ‘[A]t SFI we have 
been searching for the expression of these scientific interests in his novels and we maintain 
a furtive tally of their covert manifestations and demonstrations in his prose.’22 In the 
article itself, McCarthy posits the unconscious as a moral agent that predates the arrival of 
even a proto- language in humans,23 and he appears to simultaneously invoke and resist 
some of the key tropes of 20th century mainstream assumptions about psychology in the 
process. 
                                               
19 Luce, Dianne C. ‘The World as Tale’ in The Crossing Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy ed. Edwin T. 
Arnold and Dianne C. Luce University Press of Mississippi, Jackson. Revised Edition (1999) p.216 n13 
20 McCarthy, Cormac ‘Whales and Men’ unpublished MS. The Wittliff Collection, University of Texas p.57 
21 http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-kekul-problem [Accessed: June 2017] 
22 Ibid  
23 The idea of a human proto- language is much contested, the case for its potential existence is represented 
well by Gell-Mann, Murray; Ruhlen, Merrit ‘The Origin and Evolution of Word Order.’ Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences of the United States of America. 108 (42):17290-17295 
doi:10.1073/pnas.1113716108. PMC 3198322. PMID 21987807 [Accessed: June 2019]. The case against is 
detailed by Hunley, Keith; Bowern, Claire; Healy, Meghan (2 January 2012). ‘Rejection of a serial founder 
effects model of genetic and linguistic coevolution.’ Proceedings of the Royal Society B. PMC 3321699 
[Accessed: June 2019] 
10 
 
The idea coalesces in The Kekulé Problem when McCarthy references the 
Ouroborous archetype that appeared in a dream to the 19th century chemist August Kekulé: 
Kekulé had laboured for many months on the structure of the benzene molecule, but its 
form constantly eluded him. Falling asleep one evening in front of a fire, he dreamed of 
atoms: ‘Winding and turning like serpents […] one of the serpents seized its own tail and 
the form whirled mockingly before my eyes.’24 With these images in his mind when he 
awoke, he realised that the Benzene molecule was in the form of a ring. 
 
This study initially provides a close analysis of McCarthy’s four Southern novels, 
to trace in these foundational texts the development of his increasing interest in the 
unconscious. By examining the writer’s use of dreams, firstly for the explicit use of 
archetypes and the function they serve; and then for the suggestion of an implicit moral 
agency— the idea that they may be conceived of as a vehicle for communication by the 
unconscious25 will be discussed.  
The suggestion that the unconscious influences — and has always influenced — 
our behaviour is an idea posited by McCarthy’s statement in The Kekulé Problem, that: 
‘It’s hard to escape the conclusion that the unconscious is laboring under a moral 
compulsion to educate us.’26 With this in mind, the idea that a mythopoeic structure has 
developed in McCarthy’s works, will be examined; something that could be argued The 
Kekulé Problem serves to illuminate. A brief survey of McCarthy’s later novels will aim to 
illustrate the fundamental importance of a mythopoeic framework, illustrating those ideas 
as they appear in a review of the five Western novels, until its clarification and justification 
is revealed in The Road. It will be suggested that a personal mythopoeic structure that first 
appears in Suttree, is ultimately that of McCarthy himself, and something which seems to 
be a coalescing of a long held metanarrative in the light of increasing theoretical support 
from the field of complexity science. 
 
Of the myriad examples of McCarthy’s interest in the enduring primacy of the 
unconscious, his comments during a round table discussion about the connections between 
art and science on National Public Radio (NPR) are illuminating. The discussion focused 
                                               
24Quoted in ‘Psychology and Logic of Research’, by Dr. Walter Libby, University of Pittsburgh.  
 (Scientific Monthly 15, p263 1922)  http://web.mit.edu/redingtn/www/netadv/SP20151130.html [Accessed: 
April 2019] 
25 The proposed ‘language’ of the unconscious referred to here should be seen as a means of describing what 
appears to be the unconscious’ ancient and preferred means of unchanging non-verbal communication. We 
might consider it an informal language as it seems to contain a shifting system of signs, the meaning of 
which was once implicit to our understanding, but it should certainly be considered as what appears to be its 
preferred means of communication. For more discussion on this theme, refer to p.12 -16 of this study. 
26 http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-kekul-problem [Accessed: June 2017] 
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on Werner Herzog’s 2010 documentary Cave of Forgotten Dreams27, about the Paleolithic 
art inscribed on the walls of the Chauvet cave system in Southern France, featuring images 
believed to be around 36,000 years old.28 Alongside Herzog and McCarthy was the 
physicist Lawrence Krauss, whose question about specifically what the ‘forgotten dreams’ 
of the title referred to, led to the following exchange:  
 
Werner Herzog: [...] you know, there's one stunning piece unearthed, a rock pendant. The 
only partial human depiction, the lower part of a female body, naked, the pubic area 
visible, and the bison somehow embracing the female. And 32,000 years later, you have 
Picasso drawing paintings and doing prints of the Minotaur and the female.  
Cormac McCarthy: You know what Picasso said when he came up out of Lascaux after the 
war?  
Werner Herzog: Yes?  
Cormac McCarthy:  He said, we've learned nothing. 29 
  
                                               
27 The caves have been closed to the public for the sake of preservation since they were first discovered in 
1994. Chauvet, Jean-Marie; Deschamps, Eliette Brunel; Hillaire, Christian; Clottes, Jean; Bahn, Paul Dawn 
of art : the Chauvet Cave : the oldest known paintings in the world. New York: H.N. Abrams (1996) 
28 The original carbon dating gave a figure of 32,000 years: this was revised upwards in 2017 to 36,000 
years- ‘Decoding Pre-historic Art with Jean Clottes.’ CBC 15.01.2018. 47:50s  
https://www.cbc.ca/radio/ideas/old-masters-decoding-prehistoric-art-with-jean-clottes-1.4487646 [Accessed: 
February 2019] 
29 Werner Herzog, David Kraus, Cormac McCarthy on Science Friday hosted by Ira Flatow on National 
Public Radio https://www.npr.org/2011/04/08/135241869/connecting-science-and-art?t=1549212915641 
[Accessed: February 2019] See also McCarthy’s comments at 21:52s regarding the longevity of the ‘same 
school of thought, same school of art’ etc. The phrase McCarthy quotes is not directly attributable to Picasso. 
It is likely that he drew it from Judith Thurman’s New Yorker article ‘First Impressions: What does the 
world’s oldest art say about us?’ if this is correct, it’s misquoted with a pessimistic twist. The original quote 
read ‘They’ve invented everything.’ https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/2008/06/23/first-impressions 
[Accessed: February 2019] 
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Chapter 1: ‘To name it would be to destroy it.’ 
Defining the unconscious and the archetype 
 
 
‘Consciously, or unconsciously,’ Henry Miller stated in a 1962 interview with The 
Paris Review, ‘all writers employ the dream, even when they’re not surrealists. The waking 
mind you see, is the least serviceable in the arts.’30 Miller makes explicit use of the dream 
in his novel Black Spring (1936), basing an entire chapter, ‘Into the Nightlife’, on a dream 
journal. The title is similar to that used by one of his contemporaries, the avant-garde art 
critic and writer, Eugene Jolas, with his The Language of Night. Jolas is more explicit in 
his appraisal of the unconscious, stating that: ‘Since we witness in our night-mind the 
movement of our pre-conscious and unconscious layers, the inherited symbols of billions 
of years, the poet has the task of organising [them].’31 
In his first published work of non- fiction, The Kekulé Problem (2017), McCarthy 
refers to ‘the Nightshift,’ the name given by his friend, physicist George Zweig, to a habit 
the unconscious has for solving problems during sleep. How it does this, alongside those 
other functions it performs during waking hours, such as thought processing and memory 
retrieval, is, McCarthy says, ‘[a] mystery opaque to total blackness.’32 Like Jolas 
description of the ‘night-mind’, the presence of a night-shift for McCarthy is suggestive of 
a greater role for the unconscious in not just problem solving, but creatively as well. He 
discussed this idea in an interview in 2007. Responding to a query about how he knew 
when to end a novel, he replied: 
 
The same thing that tells you what to write, tells you when to stop writing it […] 
We were talking about the sense of taking dictation; when Henry Miller was 
working on his second book in Paris after he’d published Tropic of Cancer, he 
said that he’d get up every morning and sit down at the typewriter and poise his 
hands over the keys, and he would call out in French je t'écoute- I’m listening, and 
                                               
30 Henry Miller- The Art Of Fiction interview by George Wickes The Paris Review No.28 1962 p14 
31 Jolas, Eugene- The Language of Night The Servire Press, The Hague, Holland 1932 p.57  
https://brbl-dl.library.yale.edu/pdfgen/exportPDF.php?bibid=2041660&solrid=3547519 [Accessed: January 
2019] 
32 McCarthy, Cormac- The Kekulé Problem http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-kekul-problem 
[Accessed: June 2017] 
13 
 
here it would come […] he wrote an entire book in that way. It was just all 
dictated to him.33 
 
McCarthy’s tone implies intrigue, but also acceptance of Miller’s claim: what would the 
author have to gain by making a false or even misleading statement about the source of his 
second book?34  
 
-Do you do some form of that, really? 
-Some form, yeah. Because…  
-Don’t let your scientist friends know! 
-Well they know, they know about the unconscious. The unconscious is always with us, 
even when I’m talking to you…35 
 
McCarthy’s response to the interjection is tentative and acknowledges the 
confusion — even suspicion — that pertains when speaking of the unconscious, but the 
interviewer has, arguably, struck upon the key issue. Since the unconscious is accessible 
only by the individual, it remains a peripheral subject for the scientific method on which 
the modern age is founded. Though it is possible to measure brain activity, the actual 
processes and content of the unconscious remain unreachable.36 
The psychologist William James acknowledges this kind of difficulty when 
discussing the unconscious in 189037; and by 1902, with The Varieties of Religious 
Experience, he notes that to speak of the ‘trans-marginal or subliminal region’ is to raise 
the spectre ‘of psychical research’, invoking the medium, the séance, and their attendant 
charlatanry. To distinguish the unconscious from the ‘level of full sunlit consciousness’, he 
terms it the B-region, yet acknowledges its absolutely central role in human life. James 
described it as: 
 
                                               
33 Cormac McCarthy interview by Oprah Winfrey at the Santa Fe Institute, New Mexico 
http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/cormac-mccarthy-on-the-power-of-the-subconscious-video 00.24s 
[Accessed: January 2018] 
34 McCarthy may be generous or playful in this respect, but Miller’s views on the subject of creativity and the 
insignificance of the individual writer are recorded. See: Henry Miller- The Art of Fiction interview by 
George Wickes The Paris Review No.28 1962 p9-10 ‘If [a writer] really knew what he was, he would be very 
humble.’ Wickes, G. Henry Miller- The Art Of Fiction. (The Paris Review No.28, 1962) 
https://www.scribd.com/document/85686869/Paris-Review-The-Art-Of-Fiction-No-28-Henry-Miller 
[Accessed: March 2019] 
35Ibid  01.12s 
36This refers to Electroencephalography (EEG) where ‘voltages recorded from electrodes placed on the scalp 
provide a coarse picture of neural activity in the brain (…) No matter how sophisticated our tools, 
consciousness is still a core mystery with ample scope for conceptual breakthroughs and creative thinking.’ 
https://www.scientificamerican.com/article/a-new-method-to-measure-consciousness-discovered/  
[Accessed: August 2019] 
37 ‘The distinction between […] the unconscious and the conscious being of the mental state […] is the 
sovereign means for believing what one likes in psychology, and of turning what might become a science 
into a tumbling ground of whimsies.’ William James Principles of Psychology 1890 p.163 
http://www.gutenberg.org/files/57628/57628-h/57628-h.htm  [Accessed: December 2019] 
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The larger part of each of us, for it is the abode of everything that is latent and the 
reservoir of everything that passes unrecorded or unobserved. It contains for 
example, such things as all our momentarily inactive memories, and it harbours 
the springs of all our obscurely motivated passions, impulses, likes, dislikes, and 
prejudices. Our intuitions, fancies, superstitions, persuasions, convictions, and in 
general all our non-rational operations, come from it. It is the source of our 
dreams, and apparently they may return to it. From it arise whatever mystical 
experiences we may have, and our automatisms, sensory or motor. 38 
 
In a series of lectures delivered twelve years later, Sigmund Freud, whose theory of 
repression was, of course, dependant on the unconscious, describes how:  
 
To name it would be to destroy it, and yet it pretends to be something real, a 
contradiction in terms. Nor does it hide itself. It is no result of the fact itself that 
we are ignorant of its existence and have not troubled sufficiently about it. That is 
just as little our fault as the fact that all these psychological problems are 
condemned by persons who have kept away from all observations and 
experiments which are decisive in this respect.39  
 
Almost a hundred years later there are many who still deny the existence of the 
unconscious— much of it based on resistance to the Freudian interpretation of its role. In 
an attempt to make the processes of the mind scientifically tenable for discussion and close 
down many of the still frustrating and inconclusive avenues of investigation, the 
contemporary philosopher John Searle tries to encapsulate all states of consciousness as 
being an entirely neurobiological process— whereby the mind constructs all component 
states, and nothing can be said to exist a priori.40 This is a basic re-iteration of the tabula 
rasa theory of human development, which itself has an equal measure of proponents and 
critics. Searle seeks to employ the scientific method, but recent research in the field of 
social neurobiology actually finds itself more aligned with Jung’s development of the role 
of the unconscious.41 
In The Kekulé Problem, McCarthy’s answer to this on-going problem of definition 
is to re-envision the unconscious as a biological system before it is anything else. With 
                                               
38 James, William The Varieties of Religious Experience ‘ [I]n persons deep in the religious life […] the door 
into this region seems unusually wide open; at any rate, experiences making their entrance through that door 
have had emphatic influence in shaping religious history.’ (p.483/4) 
39 Freud, Sigmund Sixth Lecture: The Dream Hypothesis and Technique of Interpretation General 
Introduction to Psychoanalysis http://www.gutenberg.org/files/38219/38219-h/38219-h.htm (1920) 
[Accessed: June 2019] 
40 John Searle ‘Our Shared Condition- Consciousness’- TEDxCERN Lecture (May, 2013) Searle’s 
description of ‘system features’ is of note here— McCarthy makes reference to whether or not the brain 
behaves like a computer when discussing artificial intelligence studies in The Kekulé Problem, and conceives 
of how the unconscious ‘is a machine for operating an animal,’ much like the background program (Turing’s 
famous ‘stored program’) that allows the operation and use of modern computers. 
41 See n.247 & n.249 
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Kekulé’s dream of the Ouroborous as a reference point,42 he suggests that the apparent 
reluctance (or possible inability) of the unconscious to communicate verbally, or even to 
solve such problems publicly, as in, during the day shift and in plain language, is testament 
to the fact that it predates the arrival of language. For McCarthy the persistence and 
seeming abstractedness of image laden dreams (the symbols that Jolas refers to) and the 
self-reflection and examination they might demand, suggests that the unconscious may be 
labouring ‘under a moral compulsion to educate us.’ At this point the author has the good 
grace to revert to a third person commentary on that statement, ‘moral compulsion? Is he 
serious?’43  
It is a startling claim. To put it as plainly as possible, some theories regarding the 
development of human language suggest it emerged between 70,000 to 100,000 ago.44 
Even if language were proved to be older, it would still imply that several million years of 
human development and emergent culture were pre-lingual, and we could assume in the 
singular imagination, image-based.45 The individual unconscious would therefore be an 
organising feature of our lives at however basic a level and this would, arguably, then 
establish it as the original, ancient, moral agent. Some recent research contends that 
morality is a feature, like dreaming itself, that is potentially common to all mammals.46 
The commonly accepted definition of consciousness — awareness of self, thought, 
sensation, and environment47 — would seem to incorporate the unconscious by default, 
and Searle argues that for any unconscious mental state to exist then it must first be 
conscious in principle.48  
                                               
42 For McCarthy’s first public mention of Kekulé see:http://www.oprah.com/oprahsbookclub/cormac-
mccarthy-on-the-power-of-the-subconscious-video  02.20s [Accessed: January 2018] 
43http://nautil.us/issue/54/the-unspoken/cormac-mccarthy-returns-to-the-kekule-problem [Accessed: 
December 2017] 
44 In the Winfrey interview McCarthy makes an estimate of 70,000 years, this revised upwards in the Kekulé 
Problem, in line with Bolhuis JJ, Tattersall I, Chomsky N, and Berwick RC (2014) How Could Language 
Have Evolved?  PLoS Biol 12(8): e1001934. https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pbio.1001934 [Accessed: May 
2019] 
45 Tattersall, Ian  An Evolutionary Framework for the Acquisition of Symbolic Cognition by Homo Sapiens 
Comparative Cognition and Behaviour Reviews http://courses.csail.mit.edu/6.803/pdf/tattersall%202008.pdf 
[Accessed: July 2019] 
46 In Wild Justice: The Moral Lives of Animals, Mark Bekoff and Jesssica Pierce have defined morality as "a 
suite of interrelated other-regarding behaviours that cultivate and regulate complex interactions within social 
groups." Bekoff, Marc and Pierce, Jessica Wild Justice: The Moral Lives of Animals (Chicago, The 
University of Chicago Press 2009)  
47 John Locke described the first modern conception of consciousness as ‘the perception of what passes in a 
man's own mind,’ in An Essay concerning Human Understanding Chapter XXVII (1690) 
https://ebooks.adelaide.edu.au/l/locke/john/l81u/B2.27.html [Accessed: August 2019]. The Oxford English 
Dictionary defines it as ‘the fact of awareness by the mind of itself and the world.’ (1999) Philosopher John 
Searle describes it as ‘[C]onsisting of inner, qualitative, subjective states and processes of sentience or 
awareness.’p.3 (2000)  http://faculty.wcas.northwestern.edu/~paller/dialogue/csc1.pdf [Accessed: August 
2019] 
48Searle, John R. Consciousness, the Brain and the Connection Principle: A Reply Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 55 (1):217-232 (1995) https://philpapers.org/rec/SEACTB-5 [Accessed: August 
2019] 
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By explicitly countering the modern conception of a distinction between conscious 
and unconscious states — famously popularised by Freud49— Searle attempts to ground 
the subject in a neuro-physiological sense that enables scientific study. The idea that 
McCarthy suggests— the unconscious existing in a form recognisably the same as that 
which accompanied our physical changes over millions of years of evolution— 
acknowledges an animal biological role disregarded by Searle. Higher order consciousness 
is usually the term employed when delineating that which separates the human from other 
animals, but McCarthy, like Jung before him, grants the unconscious sophistication rarely 
countenanced.50  
 
He defines the unconscious as a: ‘machine for driving an animal,’ which 
communicates through images, just as it always has done, though its work as a moral agent 
— since the advent of language — usually occurs at night and in the vehicle of the dream. 
The possible existence of seemingly universal symbols, commonly referred to since the 
20th century as archetypes,51 suggests the unconscious communicates to individuals in the 
same way, across all regions of the world. When McCarthy describes the unconscious as a 
biological system before it is anything else,52 he does so in opposition to language itself, 
and appears to be echoing Chomsky’s theory of a universal grammar; the idea that there 
are fundamental similarities between human languages and that the basic parameters of 
                                               
49 William James acknowledged the distinction before Freud, and Coleridge had developed his own theories 
and introduced the word in English usage in the early 19th century.  See p.13 of this study. 
50 Outside of adherents to Jungian theory. 
51The concept of the archetype can be used as a device by both practitioner and critic (see for example 
Bodkin 1949, and Frye 1956), and is exploited commercially through advertising (beginning with Ernest 
Dichter, A Psychological View of Advertising Effectiveness (1949).  Jonathan Culler describes Northrop 
Frye’s Archetypal Criticism as failing ‘to recognise that the enemy of poetics is not just atomism, but the 
interpretive project to which atomism administers, and this led to […] a rather anodyne mode of 
interpretation.’ Culler, Jonathan. “Beyond Interpretation: The Prospects of Contemporary Criticism.” 
Comparative Literature, vol. 28, no. 3, 1976, pp. 244–256, www.jstor.org/stable/1769220 – [Accessed: 
August 2019].  More successful in its attempt, though as David Lodge noted; in a sadly neglected book, is 
Maud Bodkin’s Archetypal Patterns in Poetry, where the author acknowledges Jung’s premise of the 
archetypal motif not being fixed but still retaining a basic pattern by recording her subjective response to 
certain poems: ‘[I]f we would contemplate the archetypal patterns that we have in common with men of past 
generations, we would do well to study them in the experience communicated by that great poetry that has 
continued to stir emotional response from age to age.’(Oxford University Press, Oxford, 1934) p.8 
52 'There is no selection at work in the evolution of language because language is not a biological system and 
because there is only one of them. The ur-language of linguistic origin out of which all languages have 
evolved.’ http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-kekul-problem  [Accessed: June 2017] McCarthy 
qualifies this assertion in his avowed last word on the topic in Cormac McCarthy Returns to the Kekulé 
Problem: Answers to questions and questions that cannot be answered. McCarthy refers specifically to the 
Russian linguist Sergei Starostin, whose Dictionary of the Altaic Languages he had helped translate. 
http://nautil.us/issue/54/the-unspoken/cormac-mccarthy-returns-to-the-kekul-problem [Accessed: December 
2017]. Starostin had launched The Tower of Babel database in the 1990s, an expanding resource focused on 
the idea of monogenesis ‘i.e. the idea that all existing human languages must have sprung from an original 
common source.’ For more information regarding Starostin’s Tower of Babel Project (the site is run in 
collaboration with the ‘Moscow school,’ the Santa Fe Institute, The City University of Hong Kong, the 
Leiden University and more), visit http://starling.rinet.ru/babel.php?lan=en [Accessed: August 2019] 
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those similarities exist a priori in all humans, pre-supposing the existence of an ur-
language.53 
Both Chomsky and McCarthy appear to suggest that the tools of comprehension 
necessary for an ur-language to take root were endowed by the unconscious, but that its 
potentially virus-like spread was not necessarily sanctioned by it. If the unconscious is 
integral to human biology, this would seem to imply that a universal stock of symbols 
exists, an inbuilt library of Ur-archetypes to which all humans have access. McCarthy 
writes that to think about the unconscious seriously, then much of language developed by 
competing schools of thought in modern psychology must be put aside.54  
However, modern psychology was also instrumental in popularising the concept; 
the notion of the archetype, now common parlance for the idea of ancient, universal 
symbols, is directly traceable to it, and is also crucial to McCarthy’s ideas about the nature 
of the unconscious. In the then emergent Psycho-analysis, Freud’s insistence that the 
unconscious was the locus of repressed thoughts, instincts and drives was informed by a 
desire to establish the animal origins of modern culture,55 and deny the possibility of divine 
inspiration. Yet the unconscious also appeared to contain material not traceable to the 
individual lived experience. Freud initially called this material ‘archaic remnants’: 
 
We have said it extends back to conditions of our intellectual development which 
we have long progressed beyond, to the language of pictures, the symbol-
representations, perhaps to those conditions which were in force before the 
development of our language of thought.56 
  
For Freud there could be no denial of man’s ‘descent from the animal kingdom and 
his ineradicable animal nature.’57 He sought to ground human experience and the origins of 
specifically human culture on the instinct for survival, which saw expression in our 
capacity for self-denial and the need for socialisation. This hypothesis was first expressed 
in 1913, with Totem and Taboo,58 but towards the end of his life he had adapted his views: 
 
                                               
53 A discontinuity theory for the evolution of language: in sum, Language is the result of a chance mutation in 
a single individual that then spread throughout a breeding group. See Chomsky, Noam Knowledge of 
Language: Its Nature, Origin and Use Praeger New York, (1986) 
54Modern psychology is assumed to be post-Freudian: McCarthy’s respect for William James is suggested in 
his recorded meeting with Garry Wallace: “Meeting McCarthy.” Quoted in Arnold, Edwin T. Dreams and 
Visions in the Trilogy A Cormac McCarthy Companion: The Border Trilogy ed. Edwin T. Arnold and 
Dianne C. Luce (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson 2001) Southern Quarterly 30.4 (1992) p134-39 
55 Thomas D. Young also makes this point in Cormac McCarthy and the Geology of Being p.18 
56 Freud, Sigmund General Introduction to Psychoanalysis- The Dream: Archaic Remnants and Infantilism 
in the Dream Thirteenth Lecture www.gutenberg.org/files/38219/38219-h/38219-h.html. [Accessed: June 
2019] 
57 Op Cit. Quoted In Thomas D. Young: Cormac McCarthy and the Geology of Being Miami University, 
Ohio 1990) p.18 
58 Ibid.p.19 
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Dreams bring to light material which cannot have originated either from the 
dreamer’s adult life or from his forgotten childhood. We are now obliged to 
regard it as part of the ‘archaic heritage’ which a child brings with him into the 
world, before any experiences of his own, influenced by the experiences of his 
ancestors. We find the counterpart of this psychogenetic material in the earliest 
human legends and in surviving customs.59 
 
Carl Jung, though an early advocate of Freud’s ideas, made his first observations of 
the unconscious independently with On the Psychology and Pathology of So-called Occult 
Phenomena (1902), and it was not until he broke with Freud in 191360 that those early 
ideas began to coalesce into something more substantial. Jung’s initial point of departure 
from Freud was in the latter’s treatment of the interpretation of dreams. Freud’s technique 
of free-association sought to expose repressed early experience in the dreamer as the cause 
of psychological distress, all in support of his adherence to the tabula rasa theory of 
development. Based on his own observations, Jung began to find this an insufficient means 
of exploring the rich symbolism produced by the unconscious during sleep.61 In his clinical 
experience, he had come to believe in a myth creating level of the mind (the mythopoeic) 
that he speculated was common to all humans. For the majority of people this tendency 
appeared only in their dreams, but it found day-time expression in the delusions of some of 
his patients.62 Jung first described the forms present in some of these delusions as 
‘primordial images,’ but later came to settle on the term ‘archetypes.’63The similarities 
found between the archetypes reported by those patients, bore relation to those commonly 
experienced in dreams, and with the evidence of art and myth were found, he argued, to be 
present throughout history in all cultures—64  that vary in detail but retain an identifiable 
structure.65 This led Jung to conclude that: 
 
                                               
59 Freud, Sigmund An Outline of Psychoanalysis, International Journal of Psychoanalysis (1940) p.45 
http://icpla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2012/10/Freud-S.-An-Outline-of-Psychoanalysis-Int.-JPA.pdf [Accessed: 
December 2019] 
60 Anthony Storr summarised the differences between both men in the following way ‘Freud tended to 
interpret all numinous and emotionally significant experience as derived from, or substitutes for, sex: 
whereas Jung tended to interpret even sexuality itself as symbolic; possessing ‘numinous’ significance, in 
that it represented the irrational union of opposites, and was thus a symbol of wholeness.’ Jung by Anthony 
Storr (Fontana, London 1973) p.19 
61 Jung, C.G. Man and His Symbols Arkana, London 1990 (1964) p.27 
62 Op cit. p.40 
63 ‘For our purposes this term is apposite and helpful, because it tells us that so far as the collective 
unconscious contents are concerned we are dealing with archaic or- I would say- primordial types, that is, 
with universal images that have existed since the remotest times.’ Ibid p.4 
64 Initial observations of this kind were collected in James George Frazer’s early work of anthropology, The 
Golden Bough (1890), from which both Jung and Freud drew heavily. Though ground-breaking at the time, it 
is now criticised for excessive speculation, as Frazer foresaw. See Downie, R. Angus (1970), Frazer and the 
Golden Bough (London: Victor Gollancz)  p.112, 
65 Jung, C.G. Man and His Symbols (Arkana, London 1990, 1964) p.27 
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In addition to our immediate consciousness […] there exists a second psychic 
system of a collective, universal, and impersonal nature which is identical in all 
individuals. This collective unconscious does not develop individually but is 
inherited. It consists of pre-existent forms, the archetypes, which can only become 
conscious secondarily and which give definite form to certain psychic contents.66  
 
Jung’s ideas bear some comparison with the notion of a world soul, the anima 
mundi; an ancient belief extant in various schools of thought that see the 
interconnectedness of all living things.67 He published his specifically anthropocentric 
Theory of the Unconscious in 1916, and in less than 20 years both Jolas and Miller had 
absorbed it thoroughly enough through the influence of surrealism,68 to speak with 
conviction about its apparent veracity. McCarthy is laudably cautious to not become 
associated with the freighted language of modern psychology, but these are the terms of 
discourse and to deny Freud, and particularly Jung, entirely, is to do a disservice to some 
highly original thinking, because of the distortions produced by the absorption of their 
ideas into the popular culture. 
Interestingly, McCarthy arguably goes further than either Freud or Jung when 
ascribing powers to the unconscious during the creative act. As noted earlier, that tone of 
intrigue belies his credulity when relaying Henry Miller’s tale of dictation, which is also a 
tale of automatic writing. Freud’s empirical stance on the creative process sees writers 
drawing on childhood fantasy and adult day-dreams, which are then aesthetically 
embellished to express unconscious, repressed desires in an appealing way.69 Jung 
approached the matter in a way that was diametrically opposed to Freud. He argues in 
Psychology and Literature that: 
 
The secret of artistic creation and of the effectiveness of art is to be found in a 
return to the state of participation mystique- to that level of experience at which it 
is man who lives, and not the individual, and at which the weal or woe of the 
single human being does not count, but only human existence. This is why every 
great work of art is objective and impersonal, but none the less profoundly moves 
us all. 70 
 
                                               
66 Jung C.G. Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious Trans. by R.F.C. Hull (Routledge, London 1991, 
1959) p.43 
67 Jung, C.G. Psychology and Religion, Psychological Commentary to the Tibetan Book of the Great 
Liberation, Page 476 
68 Jung is rarely credited for his influence on later Surrealism, with most art historians noting only the major 
impact Freud’s theories had on its genesis. 
69 Freud, Sigmund ‘Creative Writers and Day-dreaming’ (1910) 20TH Century Literary Criticism: A Reader 
Ed. David Lodge (Longman: Pearson Education, Harlow, 1972) p35-40 
70 Jung, C.G. ‘Psychology and Literature’ (1930) Ibid p.175-188 
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August Kekulé’s own account of his dream wavered in the re-telling over the years, 
but his last formal description of it occurred in 1899, with an interesting addendum on the 
nature of inspiration, whereby he suggested that ‘[i]f we learn to dream […] then we shall 
perhaps find truth […A]t certain times certain ideas are in the air […] like the spores of 
bacilli which fill the atmosphere.’71 Kekulé refers here to individual inspiration; but there 
exists an equally controversial concept in science known variously as multiple invention or 
simultaneous discovery, where independent research can culminate in concurrent 
revelations. Oft cited examples of this include Newton and Leibniz’ simultaneous 
discovery of calculus and Darwin and Wallace’s advancing of the Theory of Evolution at 
roughly the same time.72 As we have seen, Henry Miller proposes a similar notion with the 
writer as conduit, or intermediary ‘who makes use of what is in the air.’73 When a not 
dissimilar claim was proposed by E.M Forster, Vladimir Nabokov felt compelled to 
respond with the memorable line, ‘it was not he who fathered that trite little whimsy about 
characters getting out of hand; it is as old as the quills […] my own characters are galley 
slaves.’74 
When McCarthy speaks of Miller and Kekulé in 2007, he appears more open to that 
idea of artistic discovery rather than creation,75 but with The Kekulé Problem ten years 
later, what had been points of conjecture have been harnessed to something quite different. 
By positioning the unconscious as a moral agent before the acquisition of language, he 
suggests direction and internal guidance, however abstract or oblique their message, not 
just on how or what to write, but on how to live. 
  
                                               
71 Kekulé, August quoted in Kekule’s Dreams in The Net Advance of Physics, MIT 
http://web.mit.edu/redingtn/www/netadv/SP20151130.html [Accessed: February 2019] 
72 See for example; Simonton, Keith ‘Multiple discovery and invention: Zeitgeist, genius, or chance?’ 
Journal of Personality and Social Psychology September 1979 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/231938286_Resistance_to_the_Systematic_Study_of_Multiple_Dis
coveries_in_Science  [Accessed: February 2019]and; Merton, Robert K. ‘Resistance to the Systematic Study 
of Multiple Discoveries in Science.’ European Journal of Sociology (1963)  
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/232501964_Multiple_discovery_and_invention_Zeitgeist_genius_o
r_chance [Accessed: February 2019] 
73 Henry Miller- The Art of Fiction interview by George Wickes The Paris Review No.28 1962 p.8 
74 Nabokov, Vladimir interviewed by Herbert Gold in The Art of Fiction No.40 The Paris Review 1967 
https://www.theparisreview.org/interviews/4310/vladimir-nabokov-the-art-of-fiction-no-40-vladimir-
nabokov [Accessed: February 2019] 
75 Henry Miller- The Art Of Fiction interview by George Wickes The Paris Review No.28 1962 p.6-7 
https://www.scribd.com/document/85686869/Paris-Review-The-Art-Of-Fiction-No-28-Henry-Miller 
[Accessed: March 2019] 
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Chapter 2: 
The Novels, the Dream and the Unconscious  
 
 
Initial responses to McCarthy’s early work have a tendency to oscillate between the 
extremes. Among the positive we find a focus on the lyrical immediacy of his prose, his 
clear debt to William Faulkner, and praise for an increasing talent for compression.76 
However, certain criticisms do recur. For example, in an otherwise affirmatory review of 
his first novel, The Orchard Keeper (1965), Orville Prescott describes how McCarthy 
neglects character motivation,77 an opinion in stark contrast to that of the director Richard 
Pearce, for whom McCarthy had written the film script, The Gardener’s Son. Pearce 
approaches the topic more thoughtfully, choosing to praise the author in terms of his 
Keatsian ‘negative capability.’78 He suggests that although McCarthy appears to remain 
wholly objective, he does so in order to obscure his characters motivations and allow the 
reader some agency. It could therefore be suggested that Prescott has failed to see that 
authorial distance is a deliberate choice, and something Guy Davenport notes in his 
celebratory critique of McCarthy’s second novel, Outer Dark (1968), which he praises for 
achieving absolute objectivity.79 McCarthy’s third novel, Child of God (1973), is a story 
based on real events, and perhaps for that reason is searched more intently for character 
explication; but as we will see, this was not the path that McCarthy chose. Richard 
Brickner described the novel as containing ‘cold, sour diction [and as such, is] lacking in 
human momentum or point.’80   
The two novels that followed, Suttree (1979), and Blood Meridian, or the evening 
redness in the west (1985), see their author being held in increasing esteem, and they 
                                               
76 https://bookmarks.reviews/the-first-reviews-of-every-cormac-mccarthy-novel/ [Accessed: March 2019] 
77 Orville Prescott ‘Still another disciple of William Faulkner.’ The New York Times May 12th, 1965 
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/98/05/17/specials/mccarthy-orchard.html [Accessed: 
May 2019] 
78 Pearce, Richard ‘Foreword’ in Cormac McCarthy’s The Gardener’s Son (Ecco, Hopewell, New Jersey 
1996) 
79 Guy Davenport ‘Appalachian Gothic’ The New York Times September 29th, 1968 
http://movies2.nytimes.com/books/98/05/17/specials/mccarthy-outer.html [Accessed: April 2019] 
80 Richard Brickner ‘A hero cast out, even by tragedy.’  The New York Times January 13th, 1974 
https://www.nytimes.com/1974/01/13/arhives/child-of-god-by-cormac-mccarthy-197-pp-new-york-random-
house-595.html [Accessed: April 2019] 
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sufficiently overshadowed the earlier work as to ensure their future significance as 
milestones on a journey. Blood Meridian in particular was recognised in some quarters as a 
masterpiece,81 but was again criticised for a lack of character development that left the 
protagonists without recognisably human traits.82 It is these features of McCarthy’s prose, 
allied to his treatment of the subject matter, that led to an accusation of nihilism in the first 
major study of the writer, The Achievement of Cormac McCarthy.83 Vereen M. Bell defines 
the recurring narrative voice as ‘recessive- merely narrating- and the characters are almost 
without thoughts, certainly without thought processes […] the characters threaten to 
become almost eerily unselfconscious.’84 This view is echoed by Denis Donoghue when he 
describes the protagonists of McCarthy’s first three novels as being like ‘recently arrived 
primates, each possessing a spinal column but little or no mind or consciousness.’ He 
continues to say that ‘most of them [are living] on a subsistence level of feeling and 
cognition.’85 
Edwin T. Arnold convincingly refutes both of these claims on the evidence of what 
he finds to be ‘a profound need for moral order, a conviction that is essentially religious 
[with] always the possibility of grace and redemption even in the darkest of his tales.’86 It 
is possible that with his first two novels, and particularly the second, Outer Dark, 
McCarthy may have been drawing on the pre-religious mythopoeic wellspring suggested 
by Darwin and elaborated upon by Freud in Totem and Taboo. In 1922, Freud describes his 
interpretation of Darwin’s idea as an imaginative leap,87 and so it remains; but it provides a 
useful foundation for discussing seemingly primitive behaviour that conceals distinctively 
human concerns.  
In Freud’s Primal Horde theory, rule by a despotic leader led to individuals 
becoming submerged within a group, the features of which he describes as: 
 
   
                                               
81 See Cormac McCarthy ed. Harold Bloom (Info base Publishing, New York 2009) 
82 Moran, Terence The Wired West The New Republic (Republic Publishing Company May 6th, 1985) p.37/8 
 http://www.unz.com/print/author/MoranTerence/ [Accessed: March 2019] 
83 Bell had first made this point in ‘The Ambiguous Nihilism of Cormac McCarthy.’ Southern Literary 
Journal 15 (Spring, 1983): p.31-41 
84 Bell, Vereen M. The Achievement of Cormac McCarthy Louisiana University Press, Baton Rouge 1988 p.4 
85 Donoghue, Denis The Practice of Reading Yale University Press, New Haven (2000) p.260 
86 Arnold, Edwin T. ‘McCarthy’s Moral Parables’ Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy ed. Edwin T. Arnold 
and Dianne C. Luce (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson, Revised edition, 1999) p.46 
87 ‘In 1912 I took up a conjecture of Darwin’s to the effect that the primitive form of human society was that 
of a horde ruled over despotically by a powerful male. I attempted to show that the fortunes of this horde 
have left indestructible traces upon the history of human descent; and, especially, that the development of 
totemism, which comprises in itself the beginnings of religion, morality, and social organisation, is connected 
with the killing of the chief by violence and the transformation of the paternal horde into a community of 
brothers.’ Freud, Sigmund ‘The Group and The Primal Horde’ Group Psychology and The Analysis of the 
Ego 1922 https://www.bartleby.com/290/10.html [Accessed: January 2019] 
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[T]he dwindling of the conscious individual personality, the focussing of 
thoughts and feelings into a common direction, the predominance of the 
emotions and of the unconscious mental life, the tendency to the immediate 
carrying out of intentions as they emerge—all this corresponds to a state of 
regression to a primitive mental activity, of just such a sort as we should be 
inclined to ascribe to the primal horde.88  
 
 
Freud was aware of widespread resistance to such creative extrapolation. He describes it 
as: ‘only a hypothesis, like so many others with which archaeologists endeavour to lighten 
the darkness of prehistoric times—a “Just-So Story”’89. 
 
Speculations on the origin of human behavioural norms are fraught with obvious 
difficulty — prehistory is precisely what the noun describes – but creative speculation, 
arguably, is a more useful tool than the inability or refusal to imagine the deep past into 
existence. McCarthy relates aspects of his character’s behaviour to their earlier, sometimes 
more primal origins and references the still abundant primordial traces as they appear in 
the environment to locate those characters more firmly within it. Child of God potentially 
describes the precarious nature of a semi-acculturated personality in conflict with a 
distorted unconscious in its almost helplessly marionette-like protagonist, and is perhaps an 
extreme example of the forces at play in the human condition.  
With Suttree, his fourth novel, McCarthy appears to reveal the complex process of 
creating a personal mythopoeic along with the conscious will to embrace it by his 
eponymous protagonist. Regardless of the oft-argued semi-autobiographical nature of 
Suttree,90 mythopoeia does appear to be the process that McCarthy himself adopted in 
ordering and processing his own existence.91 From this foundation he appears to make use 
of the essential human need for myth and myth-making to conceive of the terrible and all 
too human forces at play in Blood Meridian, while the Border Trilogy that follows 
investigates the doomed nature of absorbing the wrong myth into one’s own story with 
                                               
88 Ibid 
89Op cit. 
90 When Suttree was first published much was made of the difference in tone from McCarthy’s three previous 
and largely objective novels. Guy Davenport noted how ‘[It] would seem that the author has projected 
himself into a character he might have been were circumstances otherwise, or that he is being auto-
biographical in an obliquely symbolic way.’ Quoted in the ‘Introduction’ Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy 
ed. Edwin T Arnold and Dianne C. Luce (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson, 1999) p.6. Richard B. 
Woodward interviewed McCarthy in 1992 for The New Yorker and describes the character of Suttree as ‘A 
literary conceit -- part Stephen Daedalus, part Prince Hal -- he is also McCarthy, the wilful outcast. Many of 
the brawlers and drunkards in the book are his former real-life companions. "I was always attracted to people 
who enjoyed a perilous life style," he says. Residents of the city are said to compete to find themselves in the 
text, which has displaced "A Death in the Family" by James Agee as Knoxville's novel.’ 
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/98/05/17/specials/mccarthy-venom.html?_r=2 
[Accessed: August 2019] 
91 Outside of McCarthy’s work, this is largely suggested by interview material: see for example page 13, and  
n.180 on p.50 
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John Grady Cole, or, as with his friend Billy Parham in The Crossing, the sad reality of 
never having created a personal mythology at all in order to help comprehend great 
personal losses. Cities of the Plain, the last novel of the Trilogy, makes explicit reference 
to key elements of McCarthy’s interwoven mythopoeic in its sustained focus on the 
significance of the dream and the limitations of perception. 
No Country for Old Men, having begun life as a screenplay in the early 1980s,92 
was reworked into a novel and published in 2005. It was then turned back into a script that 
subsequently became the basis of a critically lauded film. Many commented on the 
faithfulness of script to novel,93 although key sections containing the interior monologue of 
the story’s protagonist were removed in the process. Considering the circular journey of 
this work, it is these passages that re-defined it as a novel, and only small portions of that 
highly reflective linking text survive the final edit. The chief omission is the novel’s 
concluding dream, a re-envisioning of Jung’s famous petering flame of consciousness from 
Memories, Dreams, Reflections (1963).94  
The flame of human consciousness becomes the central theme for the 2006 
publication of The Road, a novel in which dreams are almost completely retrograde in 
bearing the burden of what once was, as the symbolic domain itself begins to disintegrate. 
The Road deconstructs what binds the human mythopoeic, whilst also showing the stirring 
of a new anthropocentric myth — now that only humans remain — and concludes by 
invoking its absolutely essential role in human life: the overwhelming mystery of being 
that is created by symbolic-consciousness in the majesty of its description. Jung described 
the course of his own strikingly similar personal mythopoeic towards the end of his life:  
 
It is an explanatory myth which has taken shape within me over the course of the 
decades […] The importance of consciousness is so great that one cannot help 
suspecting the element of meaning to be concealed somewhere within all the 
monstrous, apparently senseless biological turmoil […] found as if by chance, 
unintended and unforeseen, and yet somehow sensed, felt and groped for out of 
some dark urge. 95 
                                               
92 Cities of the Plain (1998) also began life as a screenplay that McCarthy had written in the 1980s, before 
being turned into the novel that concluded The Border Trilogy: Edwin T. Arnold- ‘The Last of the Trilogy: 
First Thoughts on Cities of the Plain’. Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy ed. Edwin T. Arnold and Dianne 
C. Luce (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson- Revised edition, 1999) p.222 
93 See for example: https://www.rogerebert.com/reviews/no-country-for-old-men-2007 , [Accessed: March 
2019]https://www.sfgate.com/movies/article/Review-Aging-sheriff-tracks-psycho-in-No-3236894.php , 
[Accessed: March 2019] https://www.theguardian.com/world/2007/nov/09/usa.film [Accessed: July 2019] 
94 ‘It was night in some unknown place, and I was making slow and painful headway against a mighty wind. 
Dense fog was flying along everywhere. I had my hands cupped around a tiny light which threatened to go 
out at any moment. Everything depended on keeping this light alive […] gigantic black figure following […] 
The storm pushing against me was time ceaselessly flowing into the past […] it […] draws everything into 
itself; we can only escape from it - for a while- by pressing forward.’ Jung, C.G- Memories, Dreams, 
Reflections trans. Richard and Clara Winston (Fontana Press, 1995) p.107 
95 Jung. C.G Memories, Dreams, Reflections (Fontana Press, London 1983) p.371 
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The following chapter undertakes a close analysis of the four novels that critics 
now define variously as McCarthy’s Southern, Appalachian or Tennessee period before 
continuing on to a brief survey of the later novels, all of which will serve to illustrate the 
fundamental importance of McCarthy’s mythopoeia. The series begins with The Orchard 
Keeper (1965) and includes Outer Dark (1968), Child of God (1973), and Suttree (1979). 
These novels are united by similarities in dialect and region, and reflect McCarthy’s 
intimate knowledge of the area in which he was born and spent much of his early life. They 
are further linked by increasing focus on the potentially fragile nature of the individual 
psyche when internalising often externally imposed trauma, systems of belief, 
circumstance, and acquired knowledge. The psychological damage that ensues is registered 
by its impact on the unconscious and the resilience (or its lack) of each character to its 
forces.96 The Southern novels may also be regarded as foundational texts in that they begin 
to express a particular series of beliefs and concerns that appear to reveal a consciously 
adopted personal mythopoeic; a process that is thoroughly explored in Suttree, a novel 
whose composition overlapped with the three that preceded it.97 These four novels could be 
considered waypoints on a journey that finds full expression in his later Western novels 
and culminates with a definitive expression of the vital need for human mythopoeia in The 
Road, a journey of return both South and East, as the collapse of the over-arching human 
narrative results in the genesis of a new myth. Arguably this is what Krakauer refers to 
when he describes the covert manifestation of McCarthy’s scientific interests in his 
prose.98 
  
                                               
96 Damage to the psyche distorts and enlarges a part of the unconscious in a character from each of the first 
three novels, with consequently amoral behaviour in them as a result— the damage can be seen as having 
distorted every aspect of the emergent unconscious, including its arguably ordinary role as a passive, 
biological, moral agent.  
97 Arnold, Edwin T. Luce, Diane C. ‘Introduction’ Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy (University Press of 
Mississippi, Jackson, 1999) p.6 
98 http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-kekul-problem [Accessed: June 2017] 
26 
 
 
 
Chapter 3 
The Southern Novels: 
The Orchard Keeper (1965) 
 
 
The Orchard Keeper is a work in which memory and mythopoeia, like the iron 
fence paling that has ‘growed all up’99 through the graveyard tree, are inextricably 
entwined, but in which the idea of unconscious moral agency has as definitive a role as any 
in McCarthy’s fiction. 
The Orchard Keeper tells the story of a young boy, John Wesley, and an outlaw 
named Marion Sylder, who has unwittingly killed the boy's father. When John Wesley 
returns to visit his home town after a seven year absence he finds it irrevocably changed; 
and with its theme of encroaching modernity the novel can be read as an elegiac southern 
pastoral.100 Dianne C. Luce suggests that the narrative framing of The Orchard Keeper 
could be an imaginative act of remembrance by its protagonist as ‘he contemplates the 
grave of his dead mother’101 — a similar technique is used in McCarthy’s first published 
short story, ‘Wake for Susan’ (1959)102 which could equally constitute an immersive 
daydream, detailed by that liminal state between sleep and consciousness. If Luce is 
correct in her observation, then it could be argued that John Wesley is creating his own 
narrative in order to close the circle on his mother’s wish that he in some way avenge the 
death of his father — which he can now do with real authority103 — but it would also 
adumbrate his sense of direction and self, all of which would add credence to the idea of an 
inherent mythopoeic structure in the novel. 
As an act of the now adult John Wesley’s imagination, the novel is a partial, 
personal bildungsroman, but it remains incomplete because of those missing seven years. It 
is nonetheless a journey from adolescence to a self-conscious adolescent awareness of the 
                                               
99 McCarthy, Cormac – The Orchard Keeper 1965 (Picador, London 1996) p.3 All subsequent references are 
given to this edition as page no. in the text. 
100 Grammer, John M.- ‘Pastoral and History in Cormac McCarthy’s South’ Perspectives on Cormac 
McCarthy ed. Edwin T. Arnold & Dianne C. Luce (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson 1999) p.32 
101 Luce, Diane C.-  “They ain’t the thing:” Artefact and Hallucinated Recollection in Cormac McCarthy’s 
Early Frameworks’ Myth, Legend,  Dust: Critical Responses to Cormac McCarthy, ed. by Rick Wallach 
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2000) p26 
102 Edwin T. Arnold makes this point in ‘Dreams and Visions in The Trilogy’ A Cormac McCarthy 
Companion: The Border Trilogy University Press of Mississippi, Jackson (2001) p.41.   
103 Although he does not avenge his father death he does provide the means of re-evaluating Ratter’s 
behaviour and the context in which he dies. 
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adult world, and in that way can be considered more a conjuration of childhood, than a 
recollection. In potentially organising and linking the events of his young life in narrative 
form, we can see how John Wesley may be unconsciously accessing the mythopoeic to 
carry the burden of meaning he wishes to ascribe to it. The character of Arthur Ownby in 
particular, could be seen as bearing the greatest load in this respect, as John re-defines him 
as a largely unconscious moral agent unhappily linking a pre-modern arcadia and an 
ignoble, accelerating present. 
Arthur Ownby (known to John as Uncle Ather), provides a mythic resonance as an 
elder of the mountain community— the last remaining link to an assumed sympathetic co-
existence with the natural world. David Ragan notes that Ownby is clearly linked to pre-
Christian religious traditions,104 a suggestion persuasively re-enforced by Barbara 
Brickman who identifies him as performing a role commonly associated with druidic 
tradition.105 McCarthy marks this role106 by making the natural world integral to his 
description. He is introduced while hunting at night, and having just borne mute witness to 
the dead body of John’s father being thrown off the mountainside and into the orchard: 
 
He rose stiffly, fingering a chambered goat-horn slung from his neck by a leather 
thong. Low in the east a red moon was coming up through the clouds, a crooked 
smile, shard of shellrim pendant in some dark gypsy ear. (p.48) 
 
Ownby’s subsequent call on the horn stills the night and his status as guardian of 
John Wesley’s father — a role that John endows him with— begins at that moment.107 The 
arresting imagery used in the first depiction of Ownby re-enforces a melding of the 
mythopoeic with the bare facts of his life: his self-imposed and increasing isolation from 
Red Branch has strengthened his links to a vanishing wilderness. This is enhanced by an 
awareness of his age, something made manifest by McCarthy’s paraphrasing of Yeats’ 
‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’ (p59).108  Ownby embodies not just a traditional mode of 
living, as has been suggested by Grammer109 and Luce110 among others, but arguably his 
                                               
104 Ragan, David Paul ‘Values and Structure in The Orchard Keeper’ Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy ed. 
Edwin T. Arnold & Dianne C. Luce (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson 1999) p.22 
105 Brickman, Barbara ‘Imposition and Resistance in The Orchard Keeper’ Myth, Legend,  Dust: Critical 
Responses to Cormac McCarthy, ed. by Rick Wallach (Manchester and New York: Manchester University 
Press, 2000) p.61 
106 ‘He had cut a pole of hickory, hewed it octagonal and graced the upper half with hex-carvings- nosed 
moons, stars, fish of strange and Pleistocene aspect. Struck in the rising light it shone new white as the face 
of an applehalf.’ (p.49) 
107 Ibid p.28 
108 As noted by John M. Grammer ‘Pastoral and History in Cormac McCarthy’s South’ Perspectives on 
Cormac McCarthy ed. Edwin T. Arnold & Dianne C. Luce University Press of Mississippi, Jackson (1999) 
p.32 
109 Ibid 
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near total immersion and connection to the natural world serve to re-enforce our 
understanding of him as an avatar of more primitive, naturalistic, ultimately mythopoeic 
values, and acting as a living remnant of the Primal Horde described by Freud 111. His later 
capture prefigures the eventual demise of a community anachronistic to the modern age 
because of those less ancient, now simply old fashioned traditions that — until the advent 
of the road — relative isolation had preserved. Anthropologists have often described what 
happens to a primitive society when its spiritual values are exposed to the impact of 
modern civilization: its people begin to lose the meaning of their lives, their social 
organization begins to disintegrate, and they themselves morally decay.112 
 
Moral decay, or perhaps complete immorality, seems to be endemic in McCarthy’s 
portrayal of John’s absent biological father, Kenneth Rattner; itinerant, penniless, shiftless: 
a seemingly petty thief (p.9) made smaller by his not staying anywhere for long. He is 
portrayed as a figure of near pure malice: presenting himself as a hitchhiker, he appears to 
hijack and wreck the car, having also robbed the owner – something that is neither new to 
him or a final act by any means. And without remorse, it would seem his only concern is of 
his own minor injuries, which he surveys with distaste at the inconvenience. The simple, 
malevolent strokes with which he is drawn suggest that Rattner functions as little more 
than a foil, a disturbing blend of both the trickster and shadow archetype described by 
Jung. He is as unlike a father113 as it is possible to imagine; a one dimensional being that 
could symbolise not only an aggrieved son’s reminiscence but also serve to contrast with 
the multi-faceted nature of other characters. 
 
When Rattner inveigles his way in to Sylder’s car, Sylder feels he cannot simply 
eject him: ‘Something loathsome about the seated figure kept him from reaching for it 
                                                                                                                                              
110 Luce, Diane C.- ‘They ain’t the thing: Artefact and Hallucinated Recollection in Cormac McCarthy’s 
Early Frameworks’ Myth, Legend,  Dust: Critical Responses to Cormac McCarthy, ed. by Rick Wallach 
(Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2000) p26 
111 Freud, Sigmund ‘The Group and the Primal Horde.’ Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego(1922) 
https://www.bartleby.com/290/10.html [Accessed: January 2019] 
112 Jung, Carl ‘Approaching the Unconscious’ Man and His Symbols (Arkana, London 1964, 1990) p.92 
Along with more obvious advantages such as the increased protection from external forces, and decreases in 
premature mortality, the impact of modernity on traditional societies was first noted (in a direct sociological 
sense) by Ibn Khaldun in Kitāb al-ʻIbar or ‘Book of Lessons,’ (1377) as he observed the decay of traditional 
Berber values when they became exposed to expanding Muslim culture. For more information see Alain de 
Benoist & Tomislav Sunic ‘Gemeinschaft and Gesellschaft: A sociological view of the decay of modern 
society.’ https://openrevolt.info/2012/01/29/alain-de-benoist-the-decay-of-modern-society/ [Accessed: April 
2019] 
113Rattner is also completely unlike the father archetype that Jung described; so much so in fact that he could 
be described as an anti-archetype. Jung’s linking of the father to God-like status would therefore link Rattner 
to the anti-Christ, but John’s rendering of him (in this reading) is so persistently scornful that he remains a 
lesser daemon.  
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violently, as a man might not reach for bird droppings on his shoulder’ (p.34).  This brings 
to mind the portrayal of Culla in Outer Dark, whose interactions are met with caution and 
mistrust when his no longer repressed shadow-self begins to gain power over him. In a 
similar way this feeling is suggestive of something inherently strange in Rattner’s 
character; an aura of malice that makes people balk at him entirely:   
 
It was not presentiment that warned [Sylder] to get shed of his guest but a 
profound and unshakeable knowledge of the presence of evil, of being for a 
certainty called upon to defend his property at least from the man already installed 
beneath his steering wheel. (p.34-5) 
 
This portrayal is in stark contrast to John Wesley’s last memory of his father, when 
he buys his son ‘an orange drink [and lifts him onto a] box where he sat holding it in both 
hands, watching’ (p.28). This suggests a tenderness that for some reason seems lost to 
Rattner now. This Hyde-like aspect of his personality114 seems to have largely subsumed 
his former self— in Jungian psychology the shadow archetype or id can represent the 
darker, unacknowledged aspects of an individual. As a result of trauma, damage, or 
incomplete individuation, the shadow-self can experience uneven and rapid growth, 
leading to the risk of an individual— in Jung’s words — ‘falling victim to the shadow.’115 
This is a recurring theme that will be encountered to varying degrees in the protagonists of 
Outer Dark and Child of God, and could be considered McCarthy’s first clear reference to 
the notion of unconscious agency— in the form of the shadow-self. The form of its 
appearance— emerging through the damaged personalities of various protagonists — 
seemingly dictates its behaviour: aggressive, conflictual, confrontational, and ultimately 
immoral. This is in contrast with the largely passive116 background biological imperative 
McCarthy credits with moral guidance in The Kekulé Problem. 
These opposing portrayals of Rattner suggest the occurrence of some form of deep 
psychic damage; a rift at the unconscious level that has enabled his shadow-self its uneven 
growth, emergence, and apparent amorality. Although it is never spoken of directly, a 
potential explanation could be the combination of the physical and psychological trauma 
experienced by Rattner during wartime military service. Whilst it is alluded to that both 
                                               
114 In Man and His Symbols, Jung describes how ‘Robert Louis Stevenson had spent years looking for a story 
that would fit his 'strong sense of man's double being', when the plot of Doctor Jekyll and Mr Hyde was 
suddenly revealed to him in a dream.’ (p.25) Jung is probably referencing ‘A Chapter on Dreams’ — the 
twelfth chapter from Across the Plains (1892): the middle section of Stevenson’s three part travel memoir. 
115 Jung, C.G Psychology of the Transference. Collected Works 16 (Arkana, London 1996) p.219 
116 In the sense that McCarthy describes it largely communicating through images and in dreams. 
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Sylder and Rattner have undertaken military service in their past117 — it would seem that 
Sylder’s enrolment was during peacetime, whilst Rattner’s captaincy — a commissioned 
rank — would have seen him in a command role in the Great War. Rattner receives a head 
injury during his service severe enough to warrant the insertion of a platinum plate (though 
the details do end up under question (p.252)), it would seem reasonable to assume that the 
two events (one the prolonged accretion of experience, the other violent, sudden) are 
related: the implications of a previous, wholly different life provide Rattner’s now 
psychopathic tendencies with at least the possibility of extenuation.118Given the moral 
undertones of McCarthy’s work, he could be using the radical differences between their 
experience of army life to signify the vulnerability of human consciousness to wholly 
external forces: in this instance, the very inhuman consequences of war. This issue of 
psychological trauma — its cause and effect — are a re-occurring theme in McCarthy’s 
work, and therefore, it makes sense to assume that by giving John Wesley authorial 
control, in this instance that he is trying to reconcile the narrative of his farther with 
sequence of events leading up to his death. 
That Rattner is killed in self-defence by Sylder when he attempts to hijack and rob 
him, is arguably the best possible outcome for this damaged man’s son. The event seems to 
occur in a temporal anti-space: ‘as if time itself were running down, [he] watched the man 
turn, seeming to labor not under water but in some viscous fluid, tortuous slow’ (p.39). As 
Rattner finally dies, Sylder begins to relax his hands: ‘He looked at the man again and time 
was coming back, gaining, so that all the clocks would be right’ (p.42). This sense of time 
becoming disjointed is presented as an almost out of body experience for Sylder. 
For the older John Wesley, authorial providence is the ultimate gift to his younger 
self – by creating his own narrative and thus developing his own myth, he is able to 
embellish the characters and story of those who are significant to him. His inclusion of the 
death of his father at the hands of Sylder, who comes to play an almost surrogate role, 
allows him to morally exonerate the latter by rendering him only partially conscious of 
what he is doing. Generally considered a physiological response, the classic fight-or-flight 
reflex is a state of hyper-arousal to threat, that originates in the amygdala; a part of the 
                                               
117 With Sylder:‘[his] shirt that has been pressed ‘thrice in military fashion;’ the ‘scarlike gap between 
sunburn and hairline’(p.14), as with the mantelpiece photo of Rattner in John Wesley’s home, which reveals 
a young man in Captain’s garb wearing ‘an overseas cap […] fleshly of face and rakish in an overseas cap 
abutting on his right eyebrow, the double barred insignia wreathed in light.’ (p.66) 
118 Mildred Rattner tells John that his father had refused a war pension after an injury left a platinum plate in 
his head (p.78), though Gifford’s deputy searches high and low at the site of the accidental cremation and is 
unable to locate what should have remained (p.253- 4). 
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limbic system which has been described as the consciousness generator.119 However 
Sylder’s partial awareness of what he is doing, as revealed in his sense of time slowing 
down, suggests that on some very basic level his unconscious is being allowed the agency, 
or rather, is allowed to become the agent of these actions. 
 
Sylder displays some of the characteristics of the archetypal outlaw, and he 
subsequently enjoys a special status in the community: his clear eyed moral perspective 
serves to cast him in a faintly heroic mould. From his early life, which is unremarked upon, 
he left Red Branch at fifteen to disappear for five years; an absence that mirrors John 
Wesley’s equally untold seven year journey to manhood. When he returns to the town, he 
bears an aura of mystery about him but is nonetheless accepted back into the community. 
Whilst his eventual devastating confrontation with Rattner changes the course and cause of 
his life irrevocably, and the greater crime of murder in self-defence turns lesser violations, 
such as whiskey running, into an acceptable vocation (p.30), Sylder quickly assumes the 
responsibility of surrogacy after being rescued by John from a car wreck whilst 
bootlegging (p.108). It is later suggested that he has become aware of the boy’s relation to 
the man he killed.120 There is never a sense that he is trying to atone for the death of the 
boy’s father, suggesting his own successful individuation of personality. 
Another attribute of Sylder finds him directly re-affirming many of the values that 
Ownby embodies and that John Wesley has, in an untutored way, begun to engage with. 
His means of doing this are partly by demonstration (as with his gift of a young hunting 
dog  (p.119)) and by means of the woodcraft and lore involved in the hunt itself (p.131); 
and partly by the example of his choices: living outside of arbitrary laws like Prohibition, 
and his direct, confrontational attitude to perceived wrongs, such as his midnight assault on 
the sleeping sheriff (p.177). However, after Sylder is imprisoned and severely beaten in the 
process (p.222) his warning to John Wesley not to seek vengeance on the sheriff reduces 
his significance as a moral guide in the novel. His otherwise laudable weighing of his own 
life in the balance —‘So I been paid. Gifford’s been paid. Nobody owes nobody’ (p.226) 
— is wholly undermined for the boy by his concluding, condemnatory statement: ‘But you, 
he went on, you want to be some kind of goddamned hero. Well I’ll tell ye, they ain’t no 
more heroes’ (p.226). As the boy leaves, Sylder silently rescinds the statement, full of 
regret but having fulfilled his responsibilities in conventional terms. 
                                               
119 Berlin, Heather A. ‘The Neural Basis of the Dynamic Unconscious’ Neuropyschoanalysis, 2011, p.13 (1) 
www.nyu.edu/gsas/dept/philo/faculty/block/papers/BerlinTreatment.pdf [Accessed: July 2019] 
120 Sylder’s rumination on John’s intolerance to poison ivy which he puts down to ‘bad blood’ seems to 
suggest this (p.193) 
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Arguably, if we are to conceive of The Orchard Keeper as a sustained act of the 
imagination by John Wesley, then the novel represents a powerful statement of 
McCarthy’s awareness of the importance of mythopoeia in organising the narrative of 
one’s life. Emotionally fleshing out the bones of memory as John conceivably does, 
provides a legitimacy to otherwise inexplicable actions (such as the behaviour of his father, 
and the events that led to his death), and re-establishes some semblance of the natural order 
(through Ownby’s re-casting as both sage and guardian). This sympathetic rendering of 
past events re-enforces John Wesley’s sense of the man he has become thereby confirming 
his individuation; and it reveals how absolutely he chose to reject Sylder’s last words to 
him, by remaining the hero in his own story. His last act as a boy is to return the hawk 
bounty he had accepted in accordance with federal law:121 a small gesture but one wholly 
within his power and set against the backdrop of both Sylder and Ownby’s 
disempowerment and incarceration by external forces that work against the natural order of 
morality. 
Towards the end of the novel and shortly before he walks out westwards, he draws 
his tale to a close in a way that ambiguously highlights the significance of the unconscious 
as an agent: 
 
He reached out and patted the stone softly, a gesture, as if perhaps to conjure up 
some image, evoke again some allegiance with a name, a place, hallucinated 
recollections in which faces merged inextricably […] And he no longer cared to 
tell which things were done and which dreamt. (p.259) 
 
 
 
 
Outer Dark (1996) 
 
 
Outer Dark is another story firmly rooted in the American south, and specifically 
the Appalachians.122 The landscape features of the region are compressed, and this adds a 
concentric aspect to the journeying of the two protagonists, all of which, as Vereen Bell 
                                               
121 ‘He smoothed the dollar in his hand again, made a few tentative thrusts, pushed it finally across the 
counter to her. Here, he said. It’s okay. I cain’t take no dollar. I made a mistake, he wadn’t for sale.’ (p.247)   
122 In a contemporary review Guy Davenport noted the ‘Appalachian speechways,’ that were a gift to the 
author; as they were ‘uncorrupted by slang and impervious to innovation (…) a timeless epic diction,’ 
‘Appalachian Gothic’ The New York Times Sept. 29th, 1968 
 http://movies2.nytimes.com/books/98/05/17/specials/mccarthy-outer.html [Accessed: April 2019] 
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notes, takes place on foot.123 Despite more obvious geographical markers, the suggestion 
of pre-industrial transport, an unsealed road network and the pace of life, means that 
locating the novel in time is pointedly difficult. This temporal ambiguity, allied to an 
Appalachian dialect sympathetic to the cadences of the King James Bible (a text to which 
the novel constantly alludes),124 is central to a story focused on the literal and psychic 
consequences of violating the ancient taboo of incest. Age-old prohibitions regulating 
human behaviour remain some of the great themes of the human mythopoeic125 but are as 
prey to distortion and misinterpretation as any other story, and particularly so when 
confronted with equally distorted and misinterpreted readings of the more recent Christian 
mythos of salvation and forgiveness, such as we find in the community of Outer Dark. 
Rinthy and Culla Holme126 live in an isolated woodland cabin, the poverty of which 
is palpable — their few possessions are described as being ragged, chipped and worn, and 
throw into relief the single bed that brother and sister still share; presumably the site of 
their ill-fated union. Their now enforced isolation from society is keenly felt; as Rinthy 
approaches full term, ‘the nameless weight in her belly’127 has her bedbound and focused 
on the coming birth. Culla is consumed by the act that caused the pregnancy and 
confounded by its growing evidence. He delivers the child himself, and whilst an 
exhausted Rinthy sleeps, he abandons the new-born deep in the woods and hastily prepares 
a false grave near the house before she wakes. When she discovers the grave is empty, he 
lets her believe that an itinerant trader — a tinker she had heard visit during her seclusion 
— has taken the child. Rinthy begins her hunt for the tinker and her son at this moment, 
while Culla — under the pretext of searching for her — desperately flees the consequences 
of his actions. 
                                               
123 Bell, Vereen. The Achievement of Cormac McCarthy (Louisiana State University Press, Baton Rouge, 
1988) p.33 
124 Allusions evident in the novel’s title; the ‘outer dark’ is described twice in the Gospel of Mathew: ‘But the 
children of the kingdom shall be cast out into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth,’ 
(8:12) and later ‘Cast ye the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of 
teeth. (25:30). 
125 Yet the prohibition may be innate to all animals, not simply a civilizational tenet of humankind: these 
great myths may simply be a way of narrating an aspect of the successful biological imperative and re-
enforcing it for easy transmission. See n.118 
126 The names may be significant: Edwin T. Arnold describes the possible linking of ‘Rinthy’ to Corinthians 
and indicative of her character. See ‘McCarthy’s Moral Parables’ (p.48). The name ‘Culla’ could possibly 
derive from the Gaelic word Cullach, meaning ‘boar’, a not uncommon name in the annals of Scottish and 
Irish history; a possible linking of character as with his sister, particularly considering McCarthy’s European 
trip during the books composition; the Gadarene scene McCarthy describes; and the typically wild, 
uncastrated animal the term usually brings to mind: the use of ‘swine’ in the New Testament is a shorthand 
for the bestial and unclean. 
127 McCarthy, Cormac Outer Dark (Picador, London, 1996) p.5 All subsequent references are given to this 
edition as page no. in the text. 
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The child may have been conceived in a moment of passion, but Culla’s 
overwhelming sense of guilt is described in the novel’s opening pages, when even sleep 
gives no respite: 
 
She shook him awake from dark to dark […] Awake from this dream: 
There was a prophet standing in the square with arms upheld in exhortation to the 
beggared multitude gathered there. A delegation of human ruin who attended him 
with blind eyes upturned and puckered stumps and leprous sores. The sun hung on 
the cusp of eclipse and the prophet spoke to them. This hour the sun would darken 
and all these souls would be cured of their afflictions before it appeared again. 
And the dreamer himself was caught up among the supplicants and when they had 
been blessed and the sun began to blacken he did push forward and hold up his 
hand and call out. Me, he cried. Can I be cured? The prophet looked down as if 
surprised to see him there amidst such pariahs. The sun paused. He said: Yes, I 
think perhaps you will be cured. Then the sun buckled and dark fell like a shout. 
The last wirethin rim crept away. They waited. Nothing moved. They waited a 
long time and it grew chill. Above them hung the stars of another season. There 
began a restlessness and a muttering. The sun did not return. Now the dreamer 
grew fearful. Voices were being raised against him. He was caught up in the 
crowd and the stink of their rags filled his nostrils. They grew seething and more 
mutinous and he tried to hide among them but they knew him even in that pit of 
hopeless dark and fell upon him with howls of outrage.’  (p.5/6) 
 
As the dream abundantly reveals, Culla fears that he cannot be saved. He has been 
raised in a Christian culture with an explicit message of salvation, but that religion 
enshrines far more ancient laws. The incest taboo predates even the Bronze Age Hebraic 
transcribing of the Decalogue, and in earlier cultures such as the Pharaonic civilisation that 
the Israelites were escaping, was a crime punishable by exile or death.128 The early 
anthropologist Sir James George Frazer saw the legal prohibition against incest as evidence 
of an inclination towards it: 
 
The law only forbids men to do what their instincts incline them to do: what 
nature itself prohibits and punishes, it would be superfluous for the law to prohibit 
and punish […] we ought rather to assume that there is a natural instinct in favour 
of it.  
 
Frazer’s The Golden Bough (1906) is, of course, a key reference text for Freud 
because it complements his theory of repression; he uses this passage and re-enforces it in 
                                               
128 The practice of endogamy within ruling castes, often justified politically, is not uncommon through 
human culture; Paul John Frandsen writing in 2009, describes how: ‘if a special group is granted the right to 
an extraordinary behaviour, this testifies to the existence of a general norm proscribing that very behaviour.’ 
Incestuous and Close-kin Marriage in Ancient Egypt and Persia: An Examination of the Evidence (Museum 
Tusculanum Press, Copenhagen 2009) p.24 
 https://www.press.uchicago.edu/ucp/books/book/distributed/I/bo14317311.html [Accessed: July 2019] 
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Totem and Taboo, (1913). As with other moral taboos, Freud perceives incest as a 
historical, cultural acquisition that has nothing to do with the natural order129 — an idea 
that echoes then common beliefs about the normality of incestuous behaviour within the 
animal kingdom, proceeded from a relative paucity of research into animal behaviour. Both 
Frazer and Freud130 were mobilised by the theories of Edvard Westermarck, whose The 
History of Human Marriage (1891) surmised that close proximity during the first few 
years of life leads to a desensitizing of the sexual attraction that can occur with physical 
development — the Westermarck Effect131 (a view which has gained support in recent 
years).132 
This idea itself had been taken up from Darwin’s observation of the negative 
effects of close in-breeding in plants and animals: ‘It is impossible to believe that a law 
which holds good for the rest of the animal kingdom, as well as for plants, does not apply 
to humans also.’133 The taboo, in the sense of a law enshrining code of behaviour, was 
commonly held to be a distinctively human concern; yet recent research has shown that 
some animals do display an innate aversion to incestuous behaviour.134 For example, 
research into nonhuman primates has shown that kinship roles are largely self-regulating, 
and therefore that the incest taboo prevalent in human culture should potentially be seen as 
an extension of that self-regulation— the evolution of psychological mechanisms to 
prevent biological issues would not then, be altogether surprising.135 This, arguably, places 
incest in the role of one of Jung’s eternal natural symbols; and by removing the suggestion 
of purely cultural, distinctively human transmission this underlines the unsuitability of 
Christianity (as a human construct), to deal with its violation. The fact animals appear to 
behave in ways that could be construed as moral, adds potential weight to McCarthy’s 
hypothesis regarding moral agency and the unconscious in The Kekulé Problem. 
                                               
129 Freud, Sigmund Three Essays on the Theory of  Sexuality p.225n 3 from a 1915 revision 
http://icpla.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/Freud-S-Three-Essays-on-the-Theory-of-Sexuality.pdf 
[Accessed: February 2019] 
Freud returned to the subject five years later: ‘Psychoanalytic research has incontrovertibly shown that the 
incestuous love choice is rather the first and most customary choice, and that not until later is there any 
resistance, the source of which probably is to be found in the individual psychology.’ Freud, Sigmund A 
General Introduction to Psychoanalysis 1920 1953, p.221 
130 Despite different conclusions, Westermarck and Frazer / Freud were all working towards the same end: 
the desire to re-locate the human in the animal kingdom. In their various ways, the early social sciences 
defined themselves as a part of the continuing post-religion enlightenment project. 
131 Inbreeding, Incest, and the Incest Taboo: The State of Knowledge at the Turn of the Century, ed. Arthur P. 
Wolf and William H. Durham (Stanford University Press, 2004) 
132 Antfolk, Jan and Godenhjelm, Helena ‘Westermarck Effect’ (Åbo Akademi Turku, Finland) 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/319162630_Westermarck_Effect [Accessed: March 2019] 
133 Quoted in Most, Bernard Incest: A Biosocial View (Elsevier, Amsterdam, 2014) p.45 
134 Known as the Inbreeding Avoidance hypothesis, it is a theory composed of several mechanisms that 
include kin recognition, delayed maturation, and the natural expansion of range that comes with maturity. 
Pusey A, Wolf M ‘Inbreeding Avoidance in Animals’ Trends in Ecology and Evolution 1996 May; 
11(5):201-6. https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/21237809 
135 Berman, Carol M. Kinship and Behavior in Primates (Oxford University Press, USA,  2004) p.294 
36 
 
But Rinthy and Culla have proved an exception to The Westermarck effect. Their 
isolation, coupled with the absence of their parents136 means they have presumably not had 
the benefit of that guidance and re-enforcement at the critical stages of development. It 
seems self-evident that the symbolic consciousness is largely dominant in most thought 
processes during waking hours, while the unconscious communicates more effectively 
during sleep— that one largely subsumes the other at different times. Without cultural re-
enforcement during the day-time, it is arguably the unconscious that increases their 
growing sense of unease, as with Culla’s opening dream. When the physical consequences 
of their union finally become apparent, Rinthy’s maternal instincts are naturally awakened, 
but Culla experiences only growing torment as the cultural memory of such transgressions 
is accompanied by punishment and condemnation. 
This torment is expressed by the development of Culla’s ‘shadow self’ — an alien 
agency that is manifested by the disintegration of his psyche. When the tinker follows his 
confused and disordered trail through the trees, the tracks suddenly vanish: ‘As if their 
maker had met in this forest some dark other self in chemistry with whom he had been 
fused traceless from the earth’ (p.20). The literal darkness of Culla’s shadow-self is 
pervasive and begins to supervene his personality, as when Rinthy begins her desperate 
search at the supposed gravesite of their child; it overrides her but ‘she does not see it’ 
(p.33). Culla’s meeting with the squire is another demonstration of its increasing agency, 
when the latter’s contempt is verbally parried with sullen calm, whilst ‘their shadows 
canted upon the whitewashed brick of the kitchen shed in a pantomime of static violence 
[…] in headlong assault’ (p.47). Culla’s shadow has not just form, but increasing will; 
while he remains a strangely passive figure moving through the landscape, his shadow is 
shown to be full of malice137— when he arrives in the deserted town square of Preston 
Flats, he stands completely still: ‘an amphitheatrical figure [but] manacled to a shadow that 
struggled grossly in the dust’ (p.135).  
With incest as the leitmotif, Outer Dark may lend itself to a Freudian reading,138 
but McCarthy’s use of Culla’s shadow as a literal ‘dark other self’ consistently resembles 
Jung’s notion of the shadow archetype,139 but one that has proceeded from a guilt laden 
                                               
136 Their parents are absent from the novel in all but one instance – a reference to their father’s worn-out gun 
– and there is a sense that one or both have been gone for some years. 
137 It is a darkness that ‘moiled cant and baneful over the lot below him.’ (p.95) 
138 See p.42 of this study. 
139 This is a fact noted by Michael Lynne Crewes in his exhaustive study of the marginalia of the McCarthy 
archives in Books are made out of Books: A Guide to the Literary Influences of Cormac McCarthy 
(University of Texas Press, 2014) p.97. I would argue further that McCarthy read Jung’s autobiography 
Memories, Dreams and Reflections soon after it was published in 1962 and it has remained a major influence 
ever since: the many allusions to it; the specific re-working of two of the dreams recorded in it (used in 
Suttree and No Country for Old Men); the shared influence of writers such as Jacob Boehme; the re-wording 
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personality sent further awry by a redoubled sense of his own inferiority.140 Jung makes a 
distinction between natural symbols that exist in the unconscious and can only be 
interpreted, and cultural symbols which express universal ‘truths,’ that have served to form 
the basis of most religions.141 The creation of an ‘eternal’ culturally re-enforced taboo 
against incest was famously posited by Freud as a paradigm shift towards explicitly human 
behaviour,142 though it is the essentially numinous nature of such laws through time, and 
their resulting power over the unconscious that Jung is concerned with: 
 
Where they are repressed or neglected, their specific energy disappears into the 
unconscious with unaccountable consequences […] such tendencies form an ever-
present potentially destructive ‘shadow’ to our conscious mind. (p.93) 
 
Culla seems only partially aware of his destructive shadow, which he arguably 
refers to once in terms of a sickness,143 a metaphor that seems apt because, very much like 
the visitation of an illness or disease, it increasingly weighs on him but remains external. 
This is perhaps an understandable defence mechanism lest he be forced to face up to the 
shadow’s growth in himself and accept total responsibility for his actions. However, his 
fear of public opprobrium is out of all proportion to the incest taboo being a purely cultural 
construction and speaks of a deeper, more profound realisation: an erring against the order 
of nature. 
The agency of the shadow is brought into being the moment Culla seems to 
acquiesce to the unspoken plan of stealing and abandoning the child; and pointing towards 
a partially conscious incorporation of the shadow, as though to crystalize the ceding of his 
own responsibility, he washes his hands clean of the afterbirth— an action recalling 
Pilate’s symbolic gesture (Mathew 27:24). These actions begin an external transformation 
to Culla’s world that mirror the changes in his psyche— as when he returns in his 
confusion to where his shadow-self has abandoned the new-born: it now seems a 
‘shapeless white plasm struggling upon the rich and incunabular moss like a lank swamp 
hare’ (p.17/18). This is the last moment that Culla demonstrates his own real conscious 
agency, when terror-stricken at what he has done, he runs chaotically away. 
This moment of pre-history is a return to the primordial abetted by the Southern 
setting in which the swamp, or bayou, might be said to signify oppression, danger, and the 
                                                                                                                                              
of a passage for The Kekulé Problem; and ultimately the conscious adoption of a personal mythopoeic, can 
really suggest little else. 
140 The Holme family’s obvious poverty, is, as Culla says, no crime. But his pride allied to his shame at his 
actions, make him dangerously defensive.  
141 Jung, C.G. ‘The Role of Symbols’ Man and his Symbols (Arkana, London, 1990, 1964).p93 
142 See Freud’s retelling of Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex in The Interpretation of Dreams (1899) 
143 ‘Sickness here,’ he warns, ‘Got sickness’ p.6 
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abundant co-mingling of life and death.144 It is a brief rendering of the time before the 
civilising process, and of those unimaginable aeons before humans begin to take control of 
themselves and their environment. As Culla stumbles into a creek his perception is 
irrevocably changed when he stops to orient himself; ‘his breath roaring’, he spits, and it 
inexplicably flows upstream:  
 
He turned and watched it in disbelief. He plunged his arm into the water. It 
seemed motionless. He spat again, and again the spittle flared and trembled and 
listed perverse. He surged from the water and began to run in the return direction 
and at a demented pace through the brush and swamp growth, falling, rising, 
going on again. (p.18) 
 
The world has become diabolical: Culla expects condemnation, expects to be 
accused; we can see this when he flees Preston Flats before any pursuit even begins 
(p.151).  He is aware of not just the taboo against incest — a socio-cultural transmission of 
information — but of the absolute prohibition it represents at a more fundamental level. 
Most of Culla’s interactions, therefore, suggest he bears knowledge of his violation as 
though it were a literal mark of Cain; there is something in him, some crippling 
knowledge, which has an outward effect on his demeanour and behaviour that does not 
dispose people kindly to him,145 something that he keenly feels. 
Jung describes the barriers, the ‘dams and the walls’, that were erected long ago 
and subsequently became the foundations of the world’s religions— he argues they were 
built to protect mankind from the more dangerous aspects of unconscious agency when it 
operates outside of a social context. 146 It is, arguably, this protective layer that Culla’s 
actions have broken down. The basic tools of socialisation would also be less developed in 
isolated individuals, such as Culla— who has turned himself into an outcast because he 
believes his actions are irredeemable, further compounding the problem. The little he has 
learned prepares him only for a suffocating awareness of guilt, not for bearing guilt’s 
burden: an act that would challenge ancient moral law by taking responsibility for raising 
the child, while also denying its parentage and the partial redemption that that would entail. 
Freud, obviously, popularised the notional tension between a self-conscious moral 
code and the barely repressed primal urges of the unconscious. It is not inconceivable that 
the tension is resolved because the symbolic-consciousness is more successful in resolving 
                                               
144 Sivils, Mathew ‘Gothic Landscapes of the South’ The Palgrave Handbook of Southern Gothic ed. Susan 
Castillo Street and Charles L. Crow (Palgrave Macmillan, London 2016) p.85 
145 This is evidenced by the clerk (p.38-39), the squire (p.42-48), the lynch mob in Cheatham (p.92-97), and 
the second squire that imprisons him in the hamlet near Harmsworth (p.206-215). Rattner also seems to bear 
a palpable mark of Cain in The Orchard Keeper. See p.26 of this study  
146 Jung C. G. ‘Concerning Rebirth’ The Archetypes of the Collective Unconscious (Routledge, Oxford 1968, 
1991) p.23  
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manifestations of those unconscious urges in the long term— where they are not met 
successfully then tensions build. Jung’s personification of the unconscious adds a further 
element to this idea, and introduces the notion of ‘unseen factors,’ of which we only 
become aware when stepping ‘through the door of the shadow’ (p.23). 
Using a parody of the holy trinity,147 McCarthy introduces the ‘grim triune’ 
(p.133). Describing them as moving with ‘spurious sanctity,’ they are undoubtedly a 
supernatural force that gains in strength and form by their steady pursuit of Culla: though 
each time they meet, it is he in his increasing vulnerability who is drawn to their fire.148 As 
they follow him, the triune decimate the people he has had contact with; and whether the 
contact has been positive or not, the triune does not discriminate. These murderous acts are 
prefigured by an extra dimension of darkness that exists within Culla’s shadow: that is 
Culla’s shadow, and it has gained a frightening independence: ‘In the yard the man’s 
shadow pooled at his feet, a dark stain in which he stood. In which he moved.’ (p.13) The 
psychic change is so total in Culla that those usually unseen factors have become corporeal 
agents of his shadow. 
Initially shown breaking camp, they seem no more than a prowling gang; but 
McCarthy’s description of them moving in a ‘nameless black ballet’ through the fading 
light is a first indication of their untoward nature. This realisation is heightened by five 
italicised passages that establish a sense of urgency and otherness to their roles. For 
example:  
 
They entered the lot at a slow jog [then] on through the open doors of the barn 
and almost instantly out the other side marvellously armed with crude agrarian 
weapons, spade and brush-hook […] unaltered in gait demeanour or speed (p.35). 
149 
                                               
147 The ‘triune’ may possibly represent the unholy trinity found in Revelations 12: ‘Therefore rejoice, ye 
heavens, and ye that dwell in them. Woe to the inhabiters of the earth and of the sea! For the devil is come 
down unto you, having great wrath, because he knoweth that he hath but a short time’ and 13 […] when the 
dragon saw that he was cast unto the earth, he persecuted the woman which brought forth the man child..’ In 
opposition to these Old Testament readings, Jung’s interest in Gnosticism enabled his to see the potential for 
a Chthonic triad as a counterpart to the divine trinity; ‘evil, or its familiar symbolism, belongs to the family 
of figures which describe the dark, nocturnal, chthonic element.’ The Archetypes of the Collective 
Unconscious (p.234) 
148 In this first scene, the leader of the triune douses the camp fire by urinating on it and enclosing them all ‘in 
a foul white plume of smoke,’ (p.4) this could correspond to Freud’s suggestion that mastery over fire began 
with repressing the quasi-sexual instinct to urinate on it. The triune’s increasing mastery of fire is shown later 
in the novel as Culla is twice drawn towards it.  Sigmund Freud (1932) ‘The Acquisition of Fire’, The 
Psychoanalytic Quarterly, 1:2, 210-215, DOI: 10.1080/21674086.1932.11925143 [Accessed: February 2019] 
149 This is the terrifying juggernaut of inevitability that Robert Louis Stevenson created in the form of Mr 
Hyde: ‘Well, sir, the two ran into one another naturally enough at the corner; and then came the horrible part 
of the thing; for the man trampled calmly over the child’s body and left her screaming on the ground. It 
sounds nothing to hear but it was hellish to see. It wasn’t like a man, it was like a damned Juggernaut.’ In 
Jungian terms the life of Jekyll/ Hyde is a failure of individuation, while their ultimate suicide represents its 
conclusion. Robert Louis Stevenson-The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde; (Penguin Classics, 
London 1979) p.3 
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The relentless nature of that movement suggests they are moving to some pre-ordained 
point — an inevitable denouement — and this is something confirmed, as Hanna Boguta-
Marchel notes, when Culla finally encounters them and the italics are dropped: they exist 
more fully before him than any other.150 
At their first meeting an increasingly vulnerable Culla has just survived the wreck 
of a ferry and cannot help but seek shelter and warmth at the triune’s fire. The leader 
questions Culla three times as to whether he is the ferryman — something that he denies, 
which, as James R. Giles notes, echoes Peter’s denial of Christ,151 but also Charon, 
ferryman of the Styx. If Culla is not the ferryman, he is the passenger, and, despite the 
wreck, he has made it to the shores of the dead. That he is not the ferryman, but a 
passenger on the journey— could be read metaphorically as the loss of his agency to the 
Triune. In the first meeting with the Triune it becomes apparent that the longer he spends 
in their presence the less autonomy he seems to possess. This idea is demonstrated when 
some oddly unidentifiable food— ‘a black and mummified meat’ (p.177), is offered to 
Culla, which he instinctively balks from. When pressed again he eats from the pan in direct 
conflict with his intuition. At their second meeting: 
 
He looked at them. They wore the same clothes, sat in the same attitudes, 
endowed with a dream’s redundancy. Like revenants that reoccur in lands laid 
waste with fever: spectral, palpable as stone. (p.240) 
 
He tries to look at the leader’s face, but ‘in the upslant of light his beard shone and 
his mouth was red, and his eyes were shadowed lunettes with nothing there at all’ (p.178). 
The bearded leader of the triune gestures to a man crouched before the flames and 
describes him as nameless—152 and that, despite wanting a name, he had chosen to deny 
him the privilege: ‘“Some things” he says, “is best not named”’ (p.181). This implication 
that he somehow knows Culla has denied his son (because naming him would be to 
acknowledge his presence in the world), and that he also knows of the ‘unspeakable’ 
manner of his conception, alerts the reader to a disturbing prescience. Later, after Culla lies 
and tells him that he is hunting his sister, the leader of the triune proves his direct 
                                               
150 Boguta-Marchel, Hanna The Evil, the Fated, the Biblical: The Latent Metaphysics of Cormac McCarthy 
(Cambridge Scholars Publishing, Cambridge, 2012) p.170 
151 Giles, James R. ‘Cormac McCarthy’s Outer Dark and Child of God’ Cormac McCarthy ed. Harold Bloom 
(Info base Publishing, New York 2009) p.118 
152 Idris Parry describes how ‘Society knows, and the taboos show it has been known for a long time, that 
truth can be accurately projected in language (…) When Macbeth stumbles across those secret, black, and 
midnight hags and asks them what they are doing, the answer he gets is: ‘A deed without a name.’ Nothing 
could be more terrible. As long as a deed remains without a name, its possibilities are boundless.’ Animals of 
Silence (Oxford University Press, London, 1972) p7 
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knowledge of what has happened and encapsulates Culla’s fundamental problem: his 
denial of everything he has done. Referring to the nameless one of before, he says: ‘I 
wouldn’t name him because if you cain’t name somethin you cain’t claim it. You cain’t 
talk about it even. You cain’t say what it is’ (p.184). 
Their final meeting occurs in a glade over which the body of the tinker hangs. With 
them is a child, half of its body covered by a healed scar, and when it turns to look at him, 
missing an eye. ‘Whose youngern?’ (p.240) Culla asks, and as Edwin T. Arnold suggests, 
what follows is ‘a detailed series of denials153,’ that culminates with him being given a 
final opportunity to claim the child as his own: 
 
What’s his name? The man said. 
I don’t know 
He ain’t got nary’n. 
No, I don’t reckon. I don’t know. 
They say people in hell ain’t got no names, but they had to be called somethin to 
get sent there, didn’t they. 
That tinker might of named him. 
It wasn’t his to name.   
 
 
As if in accord with Culla’s final rejection of the child, the leader of the triune cuts 
its throat and hands it on to the nameless one, who: ‘seized it up, looked once at Holme 
with witless eyes, and then buried his face in its throat’ (p.245). The murder confirms a 
suspicion that the ‘dark, nameless meat’ the triune had previously fed Culla— and that he 
had struggled to eat — was of human origin. Jung recorded what he described as his own 
‘confrontation with the unconscious’,154 a series of willed journeys into the hidden recesses 
of his mind, whilst fully awake. Jung wrote of only some of these experiences in his 
autobiography— Memories, Dreams, Reflections, a book McCarthy had certainly read and 
was referencing during the composition of Suttree.155 The full record of these 
investigations was not published until 2009 as The Red Book: Liber Novus, more than 41 
years after Outer Dark appeared and 50 years after Jung’s death. During one episode of 
Jung’s ‘active imagining,’ a strikingly similar act of cannibalism is described. A shrouded 
woman — who describes herself as the soul of a murdered child — commands Jung to eat 
                                               
153Arnold, Edwin T. ‘McCarthy’s Moral Parables.’ Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy ed. Edwin T. Arnold 
and Dianne C. Luce (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson- Revised edition, 1999) p.51 
154 This occurred over a period of roughly six years, from 1913-19. Jung continued working on the book until 
1929. These experiences finally became published in 2009 in The Red Book: Liber Novus. 
155 Though published in 1979, it had been more than twenty years in the composition. This fact, among many, 
was gleaned by Michael Lyn Crewes research into the McCarthy archives held by the Whitliff Collection, at 
the University of Texas. Books are made out of Books: A Guide to Cormac McCarthy’s Literary References 
(University of Texas Press, Austin, 2017) p.139-142 
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the child’s liver. When he quails before her demand, she tells him that as the murder has 
been committed by a man, then as a man he must atone for the crimes of all his kind:  
 
I kneel down on the stone, cut off a piece of the liver and put it in my mouth, My 
gorge rises- tears burst from my eyes- cold sweat covers my brow- a dull sweet 
taste of blood- I swallow with desperate efforts- it is impossible- once again and 
once again- I almost faint- it is done!156 
  
Jung then realises that the girl’s soul is actually a part of his own; she is his anima. 
In Jung’s complex schema, the child is the image of God, or primordial force that is latent 
in all humankind. Killing the God is a sacrifice which is not complete until he has eaten the 
liver, which through history has been a symbolic act,157 and in this instance is probably 
aligned with the ancient Greek belief that it represents consciousness itself.158 It should be 
noted that Jung only alludes to events such as these in his autobiography, but it seems clear 
that McCarthy’s immersion in the psychologist and in many of his influences was 
comprehensive.159 If we are to see the triune as physical agents of Culla’s barely repressed 
unconscious drives, then it is not unreasonable to see the eventual death of his son as being 
the obvious conclusion of his initial abandonment, and first actual denial of the boy’s 
existence.  
That they have been introduced to the world not by the incestuous act, but by 
Culla’s increasing denial of the child, is suggested by a rough correspondence in his 
actions and theirs. Their increasing volition leads to what feels like an exercise in influence 
and power, and their now fully developed agency sees every other killing they perpetrate 
as an amplification of the violence that Culla’s shadow self seeks to inflict,160 and these 
deaths seem to be the literal consequences of the unknowable harm the child faced had it 
not been found by the tinker161. The triune equally appears occupied in violating those 
                                               
156 Jung, C. G –The Red Book: Liber Novus. A Reader’s Edition ed. Sonu Shamdasani (Philemon Series, 
W.W Norton & Company, New York and London. 2009) Liber Secundus p.290  
157 Bronner, Simon Killing Tradition: Inside Hunting and Animal Rights Controversies (University Press of 
Kentucky, 2008) p.68 
158 Neumann, Erich The Origins and History of Consciousness (Princeton University Press, 2014) p.26 
159 As well as his influences, such as James George Frazer, William James, Friedrich Nietzsche, Jacob 
Boehme, and latterly as we shall see, with the alchemy and through that to Gnosticism. 
160 Michael Lynn Crewes describes a margin note written by McCarthy on the original manuscript. It reads: 
‘THEME: the triune kill all that Holme wants to kill- ending w/ child?’ The question mark is significant, 
suggesting McCarthy eventually chose to grant them an agency outside of Culla’s own desires. From: Books 
are made out of Books: A Guide to the Literary Influences of Cormac McCarthy University of Texas Press, 
2017. Box 8, ‘73 April 23rd’ 
161 Described by more than one critic as theft (see for example: David Holloway’s  ‘The Waning of 
Historicity’ The Late Modernism of Cormac McCarthy- p.89, and John Dudley’s ‘McCarthy’s Heroes: 
Revisiting Masculinity’ The Cambridge Companion to Cormac McCarthy- p.178), the rescue of the child by 
the tinker is a reprieve from death by abandonment in the bayou, and despite the tinker’s apparent sleaze (p.8, 
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taboos which Culla has not directly had a part in:162 from exhumation and desecration of 
the dead, murder, the suggestion of cannibalism and on to the definite article following the 
infanticide. This last crime is arguably Culla’s unconscious intention from the first, but its 
elevation to the act of flesh eating is a parody of the Christian communion, brought about 
because he is unable to accept the consequences of his actions. 
This act returns the reader to his original dream, and the suggestion that he believes 
he is damned. The fact that in Culla’s dream salvation is in the gift of a preacher could be a 
criticism of the priestly intercession of Catholicism;163 or of the demanding nature of adult 
acquiescence to Southern Baptism;164 even the condemning of a culture that so permits 
such an incomplete education. It is possible, rather, that McCarthy seeks to expose the 
generalized hypocrisy of Christian salvation in a community resistant to the notion of 
redemption, precisely because an older pre-existing law, a taboo, is broken. 
A kind of reprieve is possible by the end of the book, as Culla’s circular tour of his 
own projected hell continues unabated; crucially the shadow in which he had once moved, 
that had loomed, and fought — actions which reveal its increasing agency—finally 
becomes ‘manacled’ (p.135) to him: and the shadow is reduced to a ‘parody of his 
progress’ (p.251). The tragedy, of course, is that the chain of events is set in motion; from 
a prison of the self that Culla draws about him in knowing violation of taboo, to his 
abandonment of the child in what should have been its certain death. The allegory here is 
of a world become convex mirror, and Culla’s singular psychic experience is the prison of 
limited comprehension— an incomplete knowledge of the self. Expulsion from the garden, 
or from the totality of animal consciousness — as neatly recounted in the Old Testament 
Genesis myth, but more strikingly in Milton’s Paradise Lost — is, of course, the 
consequence of self-consciousness; and we might see Culla’s psychic exile from his fellow 
creatures as a failure to even fully experience that. As a denizen of this peculiar perceptual 
hell, he is in possession of only a part of Milton’s proscription for Satan; ‘the lost 
Archangel,’ and arbiter of the fall in that myth: ‘The mind is its own place, and in itself/ 
Can make a Heav’n of Hell, a Hell of Heav’n’.165  
This is the darkness that pervades the novel; the knowledge that Christian salvation 
is insufficient to Culla’s needs in the eyes of his fellow men, yet still powerful enough to 
                                                                                                                                              
p.197-8), he hands the child to his sister to find a wet nurse (p.22), and is finally killed by the triune (p.238) 
presumably for delaying the child’s death: as Culla had originally willed it, so the triune will see it through. 
162Op cit. p.119 
163 McCarthy was raised a Catholic, attended St. Mary's Parochial School and Knoxville Catholic High 
School in Tennessee- https://www.cormacmccarthysociety.com/biography [Accessed: November 2018] 
164 Protestantism rules in the Appalachians, with the Southern Baptist and Methodist denomination are 
dominant-https//www.everyculture.com/north/america/appalchains/html [Accessed: February 2019] 
165 John Milton- Paradise Lost  Book 1: Lines 234- 5, 1674 
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imprison him in his own mind. Milton, perhaps, provides his Satan with the ability to 
transcend his situation and rule in hell,166 and McCarthy does finally proffer an opportunity 
for Culla to break free from his perceived damnation. This comes in the form of a figure 
drawn directly from parable, and a classic archetype of wisdom; ‘A blind man […] who 
spoke him out of his constant dark,’ recounts Culla’s original nightmare that ‘buckled’ the 
sun and heralded the outer darkness that still consumes him: 
 
I heard a preacher in a town one time, he said. A healin preacher wanted to cure 
everbody and they took me up there. They was a bunch of us up there all cripple 
folks and one old man they did claim had thowed down his crutches and they told 
it he could make the blind see. And they was a feller leapt up and hollered out that 
nobody knowed what was wrong with. And they said it caused that preacher to go 
away. But there’s darksome ways afoot in this world and it may be he weren’t no 
true preacher. (p.250) 
 
This avenue of liberation is wholly missed by Culla: he is not Milton’s Satan in 
rebellion against God, but a man always in retreat from himself; ‘I got to get on’ (p.250), 
he immediately replies, dismissing the taint of faith in the man’s words because of his 
blindness — all the Christianity he knows is dressed in the impossible language of miracles 
— and he is driven onward because he still cannot confront the carnage of his own 
narrative. Culla continues on down the road which peters out into a swamp: ‘a spectral 
waste […] a landscape of the damned […] that tended away to the earth’s curve (p.251). 
In the prism of guilt that has become his world, he is literally forced to retrace his 
steps, for the time being only capable of wondering ‘[w]hy a road should come to such a 
place,’ and not, as has always been the case, his reasons for being on it.  
 
 
 
 
Child of God (1973) 
 
 
That which defines Outer Dark — the psychic consequences of violating the 
universal incest taboo — is covered in Child of God in less than a page, and excites no 
more comment. The dumpkeeper, sole friend of protagonist Lester Ballard, and sire of nine 
daughters, all named from a medical dictionary, discovers one of them having sex in the 
                                               
166 ‘This the seat/ That we must change for Heaven?—this mournful gloom/ For that celestial light? Be it so’ 
Ibid line 222- 4 
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woods nearby; the unknown boy escapes, and the dumpkeeper begins to beat her. 
Overbalancing:  
 
They sprawled together in the leaves […] the air about him grew electric. Next 
thing he knew his overalls were about his knees and he was mounting her […] 
Did he dump a load in you? 
No. 
He pulled it out and gripped it and squirted jissom on her thigh. Goddamn you he 
said. He rose up and heisted up his overalls and lumbered off toward the dump 
like a bear. 
Then there was Ballard.167  
 
There are no psychic consequences for the dumpkeeper because for him there is no 
taboo; even in the heat of the act he is conscious enough to withdraw, his only concern 
being to pass off a misbegotten child as someone else’s. This change of emphasis perhaps 
reflects McCarthy’s growing interest in Jung during the long gestation of his fourth novel 
Suttree (the composition of which overlaps with Outer Dark and Child of God).168 In his 
autobiography, Jung speaks frankly about his rejection of the urbanite Freud’s insistence 
on locating sexuality at the centre of psychoanalysis:  
  
I had grown up in the country, among peasants, and what I was unable to learn in 
the stables I found out from the Rabelaisian wit and the untrammelled fantasies of 
our peasant folklore. Incest and perversion were no novelties to me, and did not 
call for any explanation. Along with criminality, they formed part of the black 
lees that spoiled the taste of life by showing me only too plainly the ugliness and 
meaninglessness of existence. That cabbages thrive in dung I had always taken for 
granted [I realised] ‘it’s just that all of those people are city folks who know 
nothing about nature and the human stable.’ 169 
 
On the evidence of this novel and the two that preceded it, McCarthy had 
developed a coruscating opinion of moral hypocrisy;170 and the dumpkeeper, as a 
peripheral but essential part of society’s apparatus, represents the very real moral turpitude 
that a community keeps at its margins. Speaking of the triune in Outer Dark,  James R. 
Giles describes part of McCarthy’s aesthetic as being, ‘a determination to force upon the 
                                               
167 McCarthy, Cormac Child of God (Picador, London, 1996) p.28 
168See p.97-101 and p.139-142 in Michael Lyn Crewe’s examination of The Whitliff Collections held at 
Texas University- Books are Made out of Books: A Guide to the Literary Influences of Cormac McCarthy 
(University of Texas, 2017) 
169 MDR p.189-90 
170 Richard Pearce seems to have recognised this theme in McCarthy’s work: and cited it as the reason for 
engaging the writer to write the screenplay of The Gardener’s Son. McCarthy, Cormac The Gardener’s Son 
(Ecco, Hopewell, New Jersey 1996) p.3 ‘Foreword’ 
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reader [the fact that] such people do exist in the world.’171 Lester Ballard ends up 
committing murder and engaging in necrophilia, but McCarthy is careful to make his 
gradual descent into insanity explicable, and the novel is reputedly based on newspaper 
reports of just such a figure from Tennessee.172 
Lester’s decline is charted by a series of losses, and indeed, the whole novel could 
be considered an investigation of the trauma of loss. Following abandonment by his mother 
when still a child, and the suicide of his father shortly thereafter, Lester — it seems — is 
left wholly alone. He is understandably portrayed, therefore, as low functioning, and 
though ill-equipped to operate in conventional terms, it is only years later — as a man — 
that he finally loses the family farm: it is sold under auction, presumably for defaulting on 
a mortgage. It is this final act which destabilises him from already uncertain footings, and 
begins his untethering from reality. 
Lester is immediately characterised by his awkward interactions with others and an 
unsophisticated view of the world: when he observes two hawks coupling in the air he 
waits for the result: ‘[h]e did not know how hawks mated but he did know that all things 
fought’ (p.160). A seemingly mean encounter with another child is no more than an 
attempt to establish pack dominance (lacking the subtlety of most human interactions — 
even in childhood — it betrays a certain animal honesty in him). These examples indicate a 
mind lacking the understanding of true human connection, and begin to suggest a limit to 
his self-awareness. This idea is arguably crystallised when, as a man, Lester catches sight 
of his reflection in a pool of water; he reaches out to touch it, but draws back: ‘He put his 
hand to the water as if he would touch the face that watched there but then he rose and 
wiped his mouth and went on through the woods’ (p.119). This lack of comprehension, or 
perhaps of total disinterest, marks him out to be at the least, a kind of anti-Narcissus, as 
being possibly incapable of self-regard. 173 
The kind of sophistication we associate with symbolic consciousness then is not 
foregrounded in McCarthy’s portrayal of Lester, but arguably in its stead, an ascendant 
part of the unconscious — ascendant because it has been forced to grow — is 
                                               
171 Giles, James R. ‘Cormac McCarthy’s Outer Dark and Child of God’ Cormac McCarthy ed. Harold Bloom 
(Info base Publishing, New York 2009) p.121 
172Woodward, Richard ‘Cormac McCarthy's Venomous Fiction’. The New York Times (April 19, 1992) 
https://archive.nytimes.com/www.nytimes.com/books/98/05/17/specials/mccarthy-
venom.html?_r=1&oref=slogin  [Accessed: May 2019] 
173 Once believed to be a uniquely human capacity, cognition has been recognised in various species - Breed 
and Sanchez use the laboratory tested example of when an ‘animal looks at its own image in a mirror and 
recognizes "self" rather than identifying the image as another animal, then some investigators interpret this as 
evidence of cognition. A common test is to modify the visual appearance of an animal (e.g., dying a patch of 
hair) and then observe the reaction of the animal to its mirror image.’ Breed, M. & Sanchez, L. (2010) ‘Both 
Environment and Genetic Makeup Influence Behavior’ Nature Education Knowledge 3(10):68 
https://www.nature.com/scitable/knowledge/library/both-environment-and-genetic-makeup-influence-
behavior-13907840 [Accessed: May 2019] 
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compensating for his limited sentience by playing a greater role in his behaviour than we 
might ordinarily expect. The suggestion is enhanced by repeated assertions of his singular 
ability with the rifle— which a later recollection by an acquaintance notes as being 
somehow defining of him.174 He acquires the weapon in an unusually driven manner,175 
and it has been his constant companion ever since— it is the last thing he sets down at 
night and the first thing he reaches for in the morning (p.17) — even before he becomes 
dependent on it for hunting when he loses the farm. Then it becomes his sole means of 
armour against the world. 
The gun is of course symbolic in many ways, and among the more obvious 
associations it represents are authority, pride and influence— all of which are notably 
lacking in his personality. Whether he is able to acknowledge the full extent of his 
dependence on the rifle for such reasons is debatable, but what is certain is his attachment 
to the weapon; it has become an almost part-animate extension of his personality. This is 
profoundly indicated when he fears it has been stolen: he seems to chide both potential 
thief and the rifle itself— ‘You’d try it wouldn’t ye?’ (p.124) — a desperate, angry plea 
that arguably brings to mind the litany of loss he has experienced.  
Lester is finally separated from his rifle when a shot intended to kill the owner of 
his former home is deflected by chance. In the return fire he is maimed176 and captured, 
which reveals — at least notionally — a totemic aspect to the rifle: as the one possession 
that is constant to him, and part of his otherwise limited personality, its loss suggests the 
opening of a new psychic wound to accompany the grievous physical one.  
Lester’s total immersion when firing the weapon suggests the ease with which 
those ascendant parts of his unconscious — by being more present in a compensatory role 
— are able to submerge extraneous conscious thought and take over.177 William James 
discusses the possibility of the brain experiencing altered states of consciousness in The 
Varieties of Religious Experience. In such states he describes consciousness as passive, as 
though ‘the will were in abeyance.’178 These wholly immersive states are viewed by some 
                                               
174 ‘He could by God shoot it […] I seen him shoot a spider out a web in the top of a big redoak one time 
[…]’ (p.55) 
175 ‘He worked for old man Whaley settin fenceposts at eight cents a post to buy it […] he quit midmornin 
right in the middle of the field the day he got enough money […] I think it came to over seven hundred 
posts.’ Ibid. 
176 Significantly, Lester’s arm is amputated at the hospital— any future use of a rifle would either be 
impossible or a long, arduous learning process — removing the unthinking element of grace that long 
association has provided, conceivably denuding the unconscious of any access. 
177 A state not dissimilar to the hyper arousal experienced by Sylder in The Orchard Keeper as he fights for 
his life— Walter Bradford Cannon who coined the term ‘fight or flight,’ was a former student of James. 
178 James defines four states that he believes related to the mystical experience: passivity of the will he 
connects ‘a secondary or alternative personality.’ James, William The Varieties of Religious Experience 
‘Lectures XVI And XVII. Mysticism’ (London: Penguin Classics, 1985) p.385 
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as a means of accessing the unconscious,179 but Lester’s experience differs fundamentally 
if we take the possibility of a readily ascendant unconscious into account,180 and arguably 
it owes more to something approaching an earlier, pre-conscious state. 
Child of God could arguably benefit from being read with Heinrich von Kleist’s 
essay-like short story, ‘On the Marionette Theatre’, as a more or less direct analogue. 
Kleist’s meditation on consciousness takes the form of a dialogue between two friends, 
whose conversation ranges from the ineffable grace of the marionette that contends only 
with gravity, and who — unlike their human handlers — ‘would never be guilty of 
affectation’;181 to the dawning of human self-consciousness and the subsequent loss of 
grace. This last notion is illustrated by the story of a boy whose at first natural resemblance 
to a statue becomes increasingly staged— all because of a pointed denial of the possibility 
by his friend: from that moment on ‘[a]n invisible and incomprehensible power seemed to 
settle like a steel net over the free play of his gestures’ (p.16). The final vignette recalls a 
fight between a swordsman and a captive bear, who effortlessly parries the sword thrusts 
until the human gives up in despair:  
 
No human fencer could equal his perception […] He stood upright, his paw raised 
ready for battle, his eye fixed on mine as if he could read my soul there, and when 
my thrusts were not meant seriously he did not move. (p.18) 
 
Idris Parry describes Kleist’s story as pivoting around a reference to the third 
chapter of Genesis: ‘It is only our sense of time that makes us think of the Fall of Man as 
an historical event. It is happening all the time’.182This, arguably, is what McCarthy refers 
to when he describes the imposition of language — symbolic thought — on the ancient 
animal unconscious. For Kleist the resulting hybridisation of sentience and the animal has 
led only to alienation— it is the less for being neither completely one or the other — and in 
his terms, conscious thought is at best an affectation and at worst an impediment to action. 
                                               
179 See Henry Miller’s description of his composition of Black Spring (1936) — and McCarthy’s apparent 
endorsement of it — on p.9 of this study. In recent years, an equally controversial way of viewing Lester’s 
total immersion to his intrinsic purpose — a state not uncommon and long noted by artists, athletes etc. has 
been established in Psychology. Characterised as ‘flow,’ it stems from Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi’s Flow: The 
Psychology of Optimal Experience (1990) 
180 McCarthy testifies to his long held thoughts on the matter in a 1992 interview with The New Yorker that. 
In a rare interview with The New Yorker from 1992, McCarthy responded to a question of what role the 
unconscious played in his writing, with a suitable tale: “There was a guy who was a great wingshot on a quail 
hunt in Georgia. He killed everything he saw, he dropped ’em all morning. One of the other guys said, 
‘You’re the best wingshot I’ve ever seen.’ At lunch the guy asked him, ‘Do you shoot with one eye open or 
both?’ He paused and thought about it. Finally, he said, ‘I don’t know.’ Nick Romeo ‘Cormac McCarthy 
Explains the Unconscious.’https://www.newyorker.com/books/page-turner/cormac-mccarthy-explains-the-
unconscious [Accessed: August 2019] 
181 Kleist, Heinrich von On the Marionette Theatre trans. Idris Parry (Carcanet Press, Manchester, 1981) p.15 
182 Ibid. p14 
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The absence of directly self-conscious thought implied in the word ‘grace’ is also 
suggested by the sense of animal totality that is the bear, a creature untroubled by symbolic 
thought. Kleist’s prescription to this more or less Cartesian dualism is to move forward 
towards total knowledge, total consciousness — the only path remaining is: ‘to eat again of 
the tree of knowledge.’183  
McCarthy appears to echo Kleist’s view of this intolerable hybridisation through 
his characterisation of Lester, whose limited sentience is always foregrounded, and whose 
wavering grip on identity is explored by the increasing agency — and resulting distortions 
— of that, for him, compensatory and ascendant part of his unconscious: his shadow-self. 
These distortions of his shadow-self increasingly lead to its nefarious aspect that we have 
also seen in Rattner from The Orchard Keeper and Culla from Outer Dark. Kleist’s 
carefully chosen examples closely recall aspects of Lester’s story; first of his crack-shot 
utility with a rifle,184 a suggestion of Kleist-like grace through unconscious ability, and 
then of a story about a boxing match between himself and an ape. Despite being goaded 
into it by his friends he is fighting for a cash prize, and the docile ape has put up no 
resistance so far: ‘I ducked around and went to hit him again and about that time he 
jumped right on top of my head and crammed his foot in my mouth and like to tore my jaw 
off’ (p.55-7).  
Though played for comic effect the anecdote reveals a typical hubris; that sentience 
will trump instinct— and of course, the ape ends up displaying total physical dominance 
over his assailant. These examples frame another comic tale that could be seen as a further 
explication; it concerns a travelling fair with a live pigeon shoot, and a supposed crack-
shot who uses sleight of hand to fool and lighten the pockets of his audience. When his 
actions are discovered: ‘they like to have tarred and feathered him over it’ (p.56). The 
message of this is clear enough; the grace (or lack of it) implied in the ability to shoot so 
well is a testable truth, something Kleist’s narrator reminds us when he is impelled to 
either: ‘Test the quality of […] apparent grace or to provide a salutary counter to [the 
boy’s] vanity’ (p.17).  
Just as Lester is saved from the full dawning of self-consciousness that Kleist’s boy 
experiences by abruptly turning away from his reflection, so the captive ape in Child of 
                                               
183 Ibid. p.18 
184 This ability is also referenced in No Country for Old Men, when Llewellyn Moss –is described by his 
father as ‘the best shot I ever saw.’ See the section in this study on P. In ‘Fetish and Collapse In NCfOM’, 
Jay Ellis describes Moss’ failed buck shot at the beginning of the novel as a failure endemic to his character 
in spite of what feels like calm prowess. I would argue rather that – as a war veteran he has been damaged by 
his experience, as Rattner in Outer Dark may have been. This damage has led to an extra layer of self-
consciousness, reducing his natural ability and allowing now flawed judgement to take over. That is what 
explains his litany of errors that ultimately lead to his death.  
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God is roused to action only by pain: the animals otherwise dulled senses refusing 
unnecessary conflict. This ‘mindfulness’ is arguably shown to suddenly operate in Lester 
when he raises his rifle to shoot a small bird for no apparent reason, but ‘something of an 
old foreboding made him hold’ — (p.26) as though some older taboo against mindless, 
unnecessary killing, and against the natural order of existence that a full animal totality of 
being might dictate, restrains him. 
To further these apparent links to Kleist’s seminal work, Child of God is replete 
with mentions and comparisons to toy animals, dolls, puppets, and most importantly, 
specific allusions to marionettes. The marionette has long been a convenient metaphor for 
meditations on free will; the dominating passions of humanity; 185 perception and more.186 
In the novel, for example, the docility and apparent unconcern of a church congregation 
sees them likened to puppets (p.31), and at the fair Lester stares disconcertingly at a young 
girl — ‘a woman-child’ — clownish in her make-up, but also doll-like in her naïve 
absorption of the carnival atmosphere (p.62). At this fair Lester uses his rifle to win a full 
set of enormous toy animals with which he populates the derelict cottage he has made his 
home. These oversized stuffed toys become the first sustained locus of his attention and he 
converses with them daily, expressing loneliness as profound as it is misdirected. The 
community he creates with them — rescuing them from the burning cottage and attempting 
to take them down into the caves — becomes a bond not least because they bear mute and 
not condemnatory witness to his increasingly extreme behaviour, but because they 
unconsciously create a new world for him — one with friends, family, community, other 
— albeit in a particularly rudimentary and naive way. For a man seemingly without a 
coherent narrative of his own, this community at least suggests the beginning of one: a 
personal mythopoeic as fragile as the mind of its creator. When they are swept away in a 
flood his cries of anguish are heartfelt and despairing (p.147).  
The increasing potential for animation in reference to these playthings cannot be 
underestimated; and when Lester finds his first dead bodies— a suicide pact at a mountain 
lookout — his inability to assess the situation suggests their increasing significance to him. 
He engages in an almost unceasing back and forth from car to the shelter of the trees, as 
further, more intimate opportunities become apparent— and he eventually manages to see 
                                               
185 Jung describes the manifestation of one of his own unconscious archetypes as a: ‘marionette with a broken 
head.’ This refers to the murdered child who symbolises the God, or primordial essence, whose liver Jung 
must eat- The Red Book: Liber Novus. A Reader’s Edition ed. Sonu Shamdasani (Philemon Series, W.W 
Norton & Company, New York and London. 2009) Liber Secundus p.290 
186 Examples are found at least as far back as ancient Greece: most famously, of course, with the shadow play 
of Plato’s Cave in the Republic, and with Aristotle’s On the Motion of Animals. 
51 
 
each of them through.187 Lester’s first societal crime, it should be noted188 is not murder 
but opportunistic necrophilia (p.84); but his second crime is metaphysical, as he divests the 
body of the personality it once contained and takes possession of the human form alone. 
After he has struggled home with her body ‘he took off all her clothes and looked at her 
carefully, as if he would see how she were made’ (p.87). This is the first in a series of 
actions that serve to render the once human increasingly doll-like— and soon he begins to 
outfit her form with store-bought lingerie and new clothing (p.93). This is not a simple 
process of de-humanisation, but rather of the body gradually becoming a vessel for 
everything latent in Lester, a role the toy animals had partly fulfilled. This includes, 
perhaps surprisingly, tenderness: ‘He poured into that waxen ear everything he’d ever 
thought of saying to a woman. Who could say she did not hear him?’ (p.84). Though 
intimate, it is tempered by the knowledge that lust has enabled a possibility always denied 
him with a living being. Lester later tries to revive the cadaver but he finds it has finally 
become an inert, wholly unyielding marionette of death; frustratingly motionless without 
manipulation of what could be her ‘strings’:  
 
She came down the ladder until she touched the floor with her feet and there she 
stopped, he payed out more rope but she was standing there in the floor leaning 
against the ladder. She was standing on tiptoe, nor would she fold. (p.97) 
 
Humanity fled that body long ago, but this utter lack of animation is still an almost 
logical extension of — and upgrade upon — Lester’s toy animals. The hearth fire he sets to 
warm the body back to compliance proves too great for the tumbledown chimney and a 
blaze consumes both building and corpse. Only the toy animals and his rifle are saved 
(p.99). Clearly, an increasing psychological distortion lies at the root of this behaviour, and 
arguably one that has its cause in the morbid assuaging of long repressed unconscious 
urges— if we accept that Lester’s unconscious shadow-self is already playing a greater 
role in his behaviour then the translation of those desires into a perverse reality must be 
distorted — just as it has been enabled by his partial acculturation and limited sentience. 
As with any accomplished hunter, Lester is well acquainted with the killing and preparing 
of animal bodies for consumption, but his new-found intimacy with a human corpse 
overcomes any scruples he may have had about taking a human life. This deformed 
coupling of loneliness and desire drive him back to the dumpkeeper’s home, and to one of 
his daughters. When his advances are understandably rebuffed, he shoots her, but is also 
                                               
187 These include masturbation, robbery, and necrophilia, to his eventual removal of the body: an increasing 
series of intimacies that are overcome by Lester only gradually. 
188 Outside of his commonplace transgressions such as trespass, theft etc. 
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careful enough to retrieve the shell casing lest it incriminate him. In setting fire to the 
house to further cover his tracks, he unthinkingly condemns her learning impaired son to a 
death amid the flames. These cautious acts arguably suggest that Lester’s shadow is 
liberating itself from the limitations that incomplete acculturation and cognitive 
development in childhood had imposed on his sentience— it is otherwise wholly beyond 
our expectations of him. He carries her lifeless form back to his new home in the caves— 
this being the first of seven murders. 
The cave complex is a suitably womb-like structure for the accelerating 
metamorphosis of Lester’s unconscious shadow:189 his growing familiarity with the 
‘other’, through contact and congress with multiplying victims, means that what could 
have been empathic emotions of affection, tenderness— ultimately love, arrive in him 
complete but disfigured by his means of acquiring them.190 Below ground not only are his 
growing collection of once-living dolls safe, but we first glimpse what his distorted 
unconscious shadow seems to be driving him towards; the doll-like transmogrification of 
himself into an approximation of his victims, a kind of living marionette whose mutated 
unconscious shadow increasingly pulls the strings. 
All of this sees him emerge with an identity still undergoing a definite but confused 
transition, and the psychic echo chamber of the caves and its ghastly contents helps to 
dictate the course of it. Visually, Lester is completely changed; he takes to wearing the 
undergarments and clothes of his victims, and making up his face with their powders and 
lipstick: becoming to all intents and purposes, a ‘gothic doll’ (p.132), and even, toward the 
end, wearing one victim’s hair by donning her entire scalp (p.164). Again, the suggestion 
of a tentative mythopoeia is present here; beginning with his community of toy animals, it 
is arguably transferred to his victims and incorporated into the behaviour of his 
unconscious shadow, which finds outward expression in attempting to look like them. It 
may be instructive to see this behaviour through the lens of Jung’s separation of the 
personality into the anima/ animus.191 As Lester progresses through increasingly extreme 
intimacies with his victims, he seems to effectively become possessed by them, as though 
his now wildly distorted anima were seeking an outward expression— Jung describes how:  
                                               
189 Jung described how: ‘The primitive psyche of man borders on the life of the animal soul, just as the caves 
of prehistoric times were usually inhabited by animals before men laid claim to them.’  Memories, Dreams, 
Reflections (Fontana Press, London, 1995)p.183 
190 No reciprocation is possible for Lester, and, arguably, a full experience of these emotions would be to 
experience them with a living being. Looking into a loved one’s eyes may be overwhelming for him: Jung 
makes reference to the original Latin root of the word pupil: ‘pupilla- the little doll’ Memories, Dreams, 
Reflections (Fontana Press, London, 1995) p.254 The OED describes the pupil as so-called because of the 
reduced image of oneself that can be seen reflected in the eye of another.  
191 Jung conceived of the anima as the feminine aspect in man (with the animus the male aspect in women); 
an archetypal image that exists in the psyche and that is initially identified with the mother but is later 
experienced through identifying with other women. 
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Identity with the persona automatically leads to an unconscious identity […] 
because when the ego is not differentiated from the persona, it can have no 
relation to the unconscious processes, it is identical with them.192 
 
Despite the apparent inevitability of this change in Lester’s ill-developed ego, there 
is seemingly still a part of his unconscious that remains sheltered from the psychic storm 
within him. It is perhaps the oldest part of the animal unconscious, and by being so remains 
immune to the vagaries of external influence, but it does serve to remind us that even the 
compensatory power of Lester’s unconscious agent, his unrecognised shadow-self, is not 
total in him. His partial sentience links him to an older period: as he moves through a 
landscape that seems to pre-date even the mythical Grecian golden age of god and demi 
god; it is primordial, pre-historical, and therefore timeless:  
 
Old woods and deep. At one time in the world there were woods that no one 
owned and these were like them. He passed a wind-felled tulip poplar on the 
mountainside that held aloft in the grip of its roots two stones the size of field 
wagons, great tablets on which was writ only a tale of vanished seas with ancient 
shells in cameo and fishes etched in lime. (p.119) 
 
The visual cues here do not seem incidental. This is an evocation of emergent 
Homo sapiens; pre-lingual, and therefore potentially experiencing an animal totality of 
being, and Lester seems a natural extension of the environment as he moves through it. 
Traversing the land in his ‘outsized clothing,’ proving only that he can adapt to change like 
his forebears (as with his scavenged attire), but also like them, perilously limited in his 
options and barely capable of making anything other than immediate preparations (such as 
successfully finding shelter and food) for a future which is always uncertain (p.119). In his 
reduced, dispossessed state he somehow reaches back to a past time, and though denied the 
benefit of that animal totality, some older link pertains:  
 
Going up a track through the quarry woods where all about lay enormous blocks 
and tablets of stone weathered gray and grown with deep green moss, toppled 
monoliths among the trees and vines like traces of an older race of man. (p.17) 
 
These passages reveal some of the conflicting elements of Lester’s unconscious: 
when he is immersed in a natural environment his unconscious recalls past behaviours that 
see him at relative ease within it — an approximation (and only an approximation as the 
                                               
192 Jung, C.G ‘Anima and Animus’ Collected Works, Para. 807  
https://archive.org/details/collectedworksof92cgju [Accessed: July 2019] 
 
54 
 
near incident with the small bird reminds us) of the grace of total animal being in which his 
unconscious is untroubled by anything but survival — but when he comes into contact with 
reminders of the acculturated modern world, the distorted re-creation of himself within it 
begins to force itself — Hyde like — back through.  
This older part of Lester’s unconscious seems potentially immune to change, 
existing perhaps beyond the shadow-self — which may ordinarily act as a bridge between 
it and the symbolic consciousness. This perhaps ancient repository of experience is 
arguably shown to be operating in his dreams — the first of which expresses nothing more 
than the quenching of physical need: 
 
He lay there listening. After a while he turned over on his stomach. And after a 
while he got up and got the rifle from where it stood by the fireplace and laid it on 
the floor alongside the mattress and stretched out again. He was very thirsty. In 
the night he dreamt of ice black mountain water, lying there on his back with his 
mouth open like a dead man. (p.17) 
 
The analogy of death and sleep is, perhaps, an appropriate one. The incomplete 
coupling of sentience to the animal that Kleist describes is something that seems outside 
the realm of possibility for Lester. McCarthy arguably suggests that if there can no 
movement towards even this state of being — which is the most that could be hoped for — 
then perhaps only death would relieve him of his uncertain place in the world. Lester greets 
even chance interactions with uneasy incomprehension193; but even this avenue of contact 
closes to him as his behaviour spirals out of control. When he climbs up on a mountain 
path he suddenly sees the area in which he has lived his entire life, and given the literal 
perspective that his imagination has always denied him, he begins to cry (p.161). This 
emotional release during the day-time again re-awakens that older, unchanging part of his 
unconscious and allows it to briefly transcend its submersion: 
 
He dreamt that night that he rode through the woods on a low ridge […] Each leaf 
that brushed his face deepened his sadness and dread. Each leaf he’d passed he’d 
never pass again…He had resolved himself to ride on for he could not turn back 
and the world that day was as lovely as any day that ever was and he was riding to 
his death. (p.162) 
 
It is another temporary reprieve, and its immediate legacy only reminds Lester of 
Greer — wearing a ‘frightwig and skirts’ (p.163) — the outer signs of the increasing 
                                               
193 For example, his deadening conversation with the dump keeper’s daughter- p.29, the false accusation of 
rape- p.49, and revealingly even in the Blacksmith’s demonstration and kindly offer of tutelage- p.63. 
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metamorphosis of his ascendant unconscious. He returns to the catalysing source of his 
current predicament, with the consequences we have seen.  
The amputation of his arm is an injury severe enough to force uncertainty in Lester; 
and freed from the psychic echo chamber of the caves, he is lucid in conversation for the 
first time in months. Before he can adapt to captivity he is broken out of the hospital by a 
local posse and forced by the threat of a lynching (perhaps the only threat to have a deeper 
significance for him after witnessing his father’s death), to guide them to his victims. The 
caves have been his home for many months, and he rapidly loses his captors inside the 
labyrinth. For three days he wanders an unknown part of the underground complex, but the 
fresh uncertainties revealed by his perceived loss of grace with the rifle, the trauma of the 
resulting injury, and his recent contact with the fury and disgust of his former community, 
finds him suddenly fearful. The caves are fully revealed in their womb-like symbolism and 
McCarthy has him longing: ‘for some midwife to spald him from his rocky keep’ (p.180). 
His escape from underground is a re-birth. The attempted metamorphosis has been quelled 
by fear and uncertainty, and he is irrevocably changed: ‘he cast about among the stars for 
some kind of guidance but the heavens wore a different look that Ballard did not trust’ 
(p.181). 
Instinctively hiding when a vehicle approaches, he sees a boy staring through the 
glazed window of a bus and is startled to realize that the child, against all the odds, 
reminds him of himself. It is unclear whether Lester still sees himself as a boy — 
something possible if we remember his lack of recognition, or disinterest, in his reflected 
adult image (p.119)194 — or whether he again becomes the boy he had been before his 
abandonment; but the consequences of the intervening years are the same: he is 
overwhelmed, exhausted and becomes motivated to seek rest, and rest regardless of cost. 
This is, perhaps, aligned with a restoration of his unconscious moral agent, that quietly 
active background operative: ‘whatever voice spoke him was no daemon, but some old 
shed self that came yet from time to time in the name of sanity a hand to gentle him back 
from the rim of his disastrous wrath’ (p.158). When he hands himself in at the local 
hospital he tells them; ‘I’m supposed to be here’ (p.182).  
In stark contrast to the conclusion of Outer Dark, where Culla remains incapable of 
facing his guilt and continues his concentric journey through purgatory, McCarthy grants 
Lester that rest and protection by imprisoning him, and then quite rapidly, granting him 
death. Death, as suggested earlier, is in the gift of the author and McCarthy seems almost 
to award it to Lester for accepting his guilt, but also to relieve him of the untenable, 
                                               
194 See p.46 of this study. 
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intolerable nature of his existence in Kleist’s terms. His body is sent to a medical school to 
be dissected and examined as one human body among many, where: ‘four students […] 
bent over him like those haruspices of old perhaps saw monsters worse to come in their 
configurations’ (p.184)— but McCarthy has made of Lester an extreme singularity, and 
situated him in a typically hypocritical and morally torpid community, as though he were 
no more than a recurring aberration in human kind: ‘as in olden times now,’ he writes, ‘[a]s 
in other countries here’ (p.182).  
On the evidence of Child of God, it seems that for McCarthy, the chances of 
fulfilling Kleist’s proscription of moving forward into total knowledge and total 
consciousness are as vanishingly slim as a return to the prelapsarian garden of our hominid 
ancestry. Lester, ‘maimed and crazed,’ and for all his ‘wrong blood’ (p.147), is still 
kindred to us all: ‘[a] child of God much like yourself perhaps’ (p.6). 
 
 
 
 
Suttree (1979) 
 
 
If Outer Dark can be conceived of as an extended nightmare that begins with a 
dream, then Suttree (1979) brings that possibility closer to a fever soaked reality. Suttree 
marks a departure from the three novels that preceded it by shifting to a largely subjective 
focus on an intelligent, disaffected, almost everyman protagonist;195 and if there is a poetic 
antecedent to Ather Ownby in The Orchard Keeper in Yeats’ ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree,’ 
then Suttree, for all his declaiming that ‘from all […] seamy throats of elders, musty books, 
I’ve salvaged not a word’196 (p.14), does seem to have imbibed the closing revelation of 
Rilke’s ‘Archaic Torso of Apollo’: ‘For here there is no place that does not see you/ You 
must change your life.’197 
 
The novel is studded with dreams, hallucinations and visions in which McCarthy 
develops philosophical tropes that appear to have remained with him for the duration of his 
                                               
195 It has often been noted that Suttree may be a thinly veiled autobiography of sorts: see Edwin T. Arnold 
and Dianne C. Luce’s ‘Introduction’ to Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy for a summary. 
196 McCarthy, Cormac Suttree (Picador, London, 1989) p3-4 All subsequent references are given to this 
edition as page no. in the text. 
197 Rilke, Rainer Maria ‘Archaic Torso of Apollo’ www.gutenburg.org/files/38594/38594-h/38594-h.htm 
[Accessed: July 2019] 
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literary career. The most prominent of these is the potential for connectedness between one 
being and another. 
  Set in Knoxville, Tennessee, Suttree revisits the shadow-lands of Outer Dark, 
whilst melding them to a focus on the margins of a community like McCarthy’s treatment 
of Lester Ballard in Child of God. This is ‘a darker town […] an encampment of the 
damned,’198 and McCarthy describes how, here: ‘We are come to a world within the world. 
In these alien reaches, these maugre sinks and interstitial wastes that the righteous see from 
carriage and car another life dreams’ (p.4). 
Cornelius Suttree exists in a kind of willed limbo in the McAnally Flats; an inland 
estuary near Knoxville on which he has moored his ramshackle houseboat, and from which 
he ekes out a living as a fisherman. The Flats are populated by folk ‘ill-shapen, black or 
deranged, fugitive of all order, strangers in every land’ (p.4). This last biblical echo (‘thou 
shalt neither vex a stranger nor oppress him, as ye were strangers in the land of Egypt’- 
Exodus 22:21-22), tells us much about Suttree’s self- imposed exile: he is in turns oddly 
ascetic; an educated but welcome anomaly amongst his chosen companions,199 and yet 
irreversibly estranged from his own family, about which he dreams: 
 
In a dream I walked with my grandfather by a dark lake and the old man’s talk 
was filled with incertitude. I saw how all things false fall from the dead, and I was 
humbly honoured to walk there with him. (p.14) 
 
The potential for dreams to be seen as a liminal zone between sleep and death has a 
possible logical analogue in the near universal conception of the Underworld, which itself 
is a suitable metaphor for the unconscious.200 Documentary evidence of that possible link 
goes back at least as far as the Sumerian culture of ancient Mesopotamia, where 
oneiromancy (dream divination) was also widely practised; and it is also found in the 
Akkadian Epic of Gilgamesh, where Enkidu dreams, among many other things, of a visit to 
the Underworld. There is a clear parallel here with the later Greek tale of Orpheus’ descent 
into the Underworld, and the link is even more explicit with Hypnos (sleep) and Thanatos 
(death) depicted as brothers in the classical pantheon. In Ovid’s Metamorphoses 
specifically, Hypnos has a son, Morpheus, who becomes the creator of dreams. In dreams, 
                                               
198 Op. cit. p.4 
199 It is not indolence that has kept him oscillating around the poverty line, but rather the freedoms afforded 
by its narrow confines. The kind of well structured, rule bound childhood that we can imagine the son of a 
lawyer having is vanquished by the anarchic possibilities of inner city hours, loose friends and irregular 
employment 
200Wallace, Isabelle Loring  Hirsh, Jennie, Contemporary Art and Classical Myth (Routledge, London, 2011) 
https://books.google.co.uk/books/about/Contemporary_Art_and_Classical_Myth.html?id=lmTBt5_9AJ0C&p
rintsec=frontcover&source=kp_read_button&redir_esc=y#v=onepage&q&f=false [Accessed: May 2019] 
 
58 
 
as in water, things can be held in suspension; but Suttree’s drive to discover an answer by 
his own means dictates that he himself sometimes becomes both the means and the method 
of discovery, with consequences that he cannot always trust.  
 
In turns despairing and convinced of some kind of revelation, Suttree is beset with 
a psychic life more vivid and hyper-real than commonly encountered in the novel; and he, 
at times, resembles Dostoevsky’s nameless protagonist in Notes from Underground, who is 
ultimately suffering from the same malaise: ‘I swear to you gentlemen, that to be overly 
conscious is a sickness, a real thorough sickness.’201 In Suttree this has led not to the bitter 
nihilism of Dostoevsky’s character, but instead to an existential stasis, a curious, largely 
physical passivity that seeks a psychic answer. His means of achieving this are through his 
sense of community with the dispossessed (contrary to the privilege of his youth); by the 
alcohol and drugs that promise change if not always revelation; and by behaviour that can 
only be described as ascetic— as with the Protestant zeal that this ‘defrocked Catholic’ 
works when employed on the river, and by his period of starvation on the mountain. 
Suttree seeks to break through to a greater consciousness, and this kind of psychic 
adventuring is fraught with perils of its own. Jung describes the dangers inherent in such a 
journey; as he recorded the sometimes disturbing results of descending into his own 
unconscious, and what he has seen there: 
 
This is the fund of unconscious images which fatally confuse the mental patient. 
But it is also the matrix of a mythopoeic imagination which has vanished from our 
rational age. Though such imagination is present everywhere, it is both tabooed 
and dreaded, so that it even appears a risky experiment or a questionable 
adventure to entrust oneself to the uncertain path that leads into the depths of the 
unconscious.202 
 
The extreme sensitivity experienced by Dostoevsky’s protagonist produces quite 
different results in Suttree, in that his estrangement is with his blood ties and those of their 
like; and kinship is sought and found among what he sees as the ‘forsaken,’ in  an 
‘encampment of the damned’ (p.3). Arnold notes Suttree’s similarity to ‘the Sick Soul’ 
described by William James in The Varieties of Religious Experience: 
 
They tend to be discontented, alienated, divided. They long for a point and 
purpose in life and cannot find one. They are given to despair and yearn for 
nothing so much as deliverance from a fallen and transient world […] Back of 
                                               
201 Dostoevsky, Fyodor Notes from Underground (Vintage, London, 1993) p.7 
202 Jung, C.G Memories, Dreams, Reflections (Fontana Press, London 1983) p.213 
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everything is the great spectre of universal death, the all-encompassing 
blackness.’203   
 
Suttree’s calmest meditation on mortality occurs when his mind is otherwise 
disordered by the news of his young son’s death. Arriving on the day of the funeral, but 
keeping well back from proceedings and the people gathered there, he wanders through the 
cemetery and passes an old vault that has been broken open by a tree growing through it.204  
It reveals: 
 
[N]othing. No bones, no dust. How surely are the dead beyond death. Death is 
what the living carry with them. A state of dread like some uncanny foretaste of a 
bitter memory. But the dead do not remember and nothingness is not a curse. Far 
from it. (p.153) 
 
The observation confirms only what Suttree has already convinced himself of: that 
a life of introspection can be a burden of awesome dimension, but its very self-
centeredness also reveals his relative youth, and the additional loss of his son becomes a 
catalyst (once again) to heal the division within himself and resolve the trauma of his own 
existence. As befits McCarthy’s obviously close reading of Jung, we could see that 
Suttree’s quest could be seen as a search for individuation, His division of self is quite as 
explicit as the existence of Culla’s shadow-self in Outer Dark, but it is literally prefigured 
here by mention of his stillborn twin brother, who may linger ‘in the limbo of the 
Christless righteous,’ while he himself endures ‘a terrestrial hell.’205 This ‘dark otherself’ 
(p.14) that Suttree becomes more and more conscious of— even finally willing his ‘anti-
Suttree’ (p.28) into existence — therefore is all the more explicable. During his mountain-
side vision quest, which recalls the practice of countless generations of Native Americans 
in its aims (but remains a misguided act of appropriation)206 it seems:  
 
That another went before him and each glade he entered seemed just quit by a 
figure who’d been sitting there and risen and gone on. Some double-goer, some 
other Suttree eluded him in these woods and he feared that should that figure fail 
to rise and steel away and were he therefore to come to himself in these obscure 
woods he’d be neither mended nor made whole […]. (p.287) 
                                               
203 James, William ‘The Sick Soul’ The Varieties of Religious Experience, A Study in Human Nature p.155 
204 The melding of the organic to the inanimate is a familiar trope for McCarthy and is often used as a short 
hand for the transience of the works of man. This scene explicitly recalls the iron fence paling that ‘has 
growed all up thew,’ (p.3) the graveyard tree in The Orchard Keeper. 
205 See p.46 of this study for further analysis of the Christian vocabulary and imagery that literally burden 
Suttree’s narrative. 
206 ‘We want to know what we need to accomplish in life for our highest benefit, and, in turn, the benefit of 
the world. The quest can reveal our life’s purpose but it is an arduous journey […] the most important thing 
is being clear in your heart as to what you are seeking for yourself and the people of the world.’ William 
Walk Sacred http://native-americans-online.com/native-american-vision-quest.html [Accessed: August 2019] 
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The suggestion here — that the answer to Suttree’s wholeness lies in a tethered but 
permanent separation from ‘his ghostly clone’— is as far from Jung’s idea of individuation 
(or the reconciliation of opposites within the personality) as it is possible to imagine, but it 
is only his fear of a definitive conclusion that makes it so. We have already seen the results 
of a failure to acknowledge the totality of the self with Culla’s endless wandering around a 
kind of self-created concentric purgatory at the conclusion of Outer Dark. At this point in 
the narrative Suttree would likely reject such a seemingly binary solution to his ongoing 
crisis, but perhaps a mind that was less disordered by the encroaching effects of starvation 
may have been able to attempt that joining he so desires: an issue amplified by his means 
of experiencing them. Coupled with the probable episodes of hypnogogia that spiral out 
into several, vivid, mini narratives (p.285, p.287), his visions serve only to undermine his 
memories of the vision-quest, with the macabre aspects re-enforcing his underlying 
fixation with death. His misappropriation of Native American practice is underscored to 
his own detriment by this confusion of images; there is a period of preparation undertaken 
before a rite of passage, and also a period of recovery — almost a detoxification — 
common to most native tribes, when the experiences are filtered and interpreted by a group 
of elders.207 Suttree lacks this communal tribal aid and the deficit prolongs his journey 
towards individuation208 —a continuing struggle he latterly even decries his own right to: 
‘you have no right,’ he says, ‘to your wretchedness’ (p.422). 
 
The notion of becoming a fisherman might seem cleansing in some loose spiritual 
way to a city dweller, but Suttree had been fishing the estuarial waters around Knoxville, 
and these bear befouled evidence of the city’s imposition on an otherwise still relatively 
primal southern landscape.209 Working this body of water only delays his essential re-
connection with a more natural living world— understandable perhaps when he has 
become inured to some of his otherwise devastating finds (not least a corpse; ‘that seemed 
to protest woodenly, his head awry’ (p.9), which are regular enough to have become 
unexceptional; ‘the beached and stinking forms of foetal humans’ (p.306). The further he 
moves from the orbit of the city reaches and re-engages with his own circadian rhythms, 
                                               
207 McWhorter, Lucullus Virgil Yellow Wolf: His Own Story (Caxton Printers Ltd, Caldwell, Idaho 1940) 
p. 295–300. https://archive.org/stream/yellowwolfhisown002070mbp/yellowwolfhisown002070mbp_djvu.txt 
[Accessed: June 2019] 
208 William C. Spencer portrays Suttree’s vision quest as largely successful, even in terms of traditional 
native American practice. Based on his excellent article I would agree and would argue only that the end 
result is unnecessarily delayed by the lack of communal interpretation. See ‘The Seventh Direction, or 
Suttree’s Vision Quest,’ in Myth, Legend, Dust: Critical Responses to Cormac McCarthy ed. by Rick 
Wallach (Manchester University Press, Manchester and New York, 2000) p.100-7 
209See for example p.27 n119 of this study, for similar modes of description of this location. 
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the more he is able to subdue his pre-occupation with the immediately existential and with 
his own mortality. This process is accelerated by what almost becomes a protestant work 
ethic when he is employed on a family’s mussel business— working hard, but also at the 
river’s natural rhythm and pace.  
Sorting through a haul one day he discovers an ancient pendant; an amulet made of 
‘a gray and alien stone of a kind he’d never seen [carved with] two rampant gods addorsed 
with painted eyes and helmets plumed, their spangled anklets raised in dance’ (p.327). The 
culture it represents seems old enough to help erase some of the unmerited importance 
accorded to present communities of humankind, such as the Knoxville that he knows so 
well, and for which he can only feel contempt, but had pointedly made his home. 
Knoxville is earlier described as having been ‘constructed on no-known paradigm, a 
mongrel architecture reading back through the works of man in a brief delineation of the 
aberrant disordered and mad’ (p.3). The amulet is redolent of an earlier, indigenous, 
presumably pantheistic culture210 that runs wholly counter to the European pioneers who 
were latter day invaders of this land, and that Suttree describes as his ‘old teutonic 
forebears [their] eyes incandesced by the visionary light of a massive rapacity, wave on 
wave of the violent and insane (p.4).  
 
Later religions, of course, bear their own distinct amulets, and Suttree’s youth is in 
part shaped by his family’s Catholic faith and his education in a now derelict Catholic 
school. The novel is littered with religious adjectives and references to the catechisms and 
sacraments of the Catholic Church, which appear almost entirely in the negative (see 
p.124-5, p.195-99, and p.254 for example). When he visits that former school, ruminating 
on the ‘sort of Christian witchcraft’ (p.304) that was taught there, he gradually becomes 
aware that a priest is observing him from a distance. As he leaves the priest becomes a 
mere object, ‘mounted on the landing like a piece of statuary: a catatonic shaman who 
spoke no word at all.’(p.305) Looking back from outside he can see a distorted shape in the 
window; ‘watching like a paper priest in a pulpit or a prophet sealed in glass’ (p.305).  
Earlier, when drunk, he stumbles into his former church and falls asleep on a pew, and 
when a priest wakes him gently, reminding him that ‘God’s house’ is not the place to do 
such things, he blearily but defiantly declares: ‘It’s not God’s house’ (p.255). The phrase 
brings to mind the non-canonical Gnostic Gospel of Thomas,211 and also the consolatory 
                                               
210 Pantheism is by far and away the most common religious experience found among the various cultures of 
mankind and as far as the record goes, through history. Oxford Concise Dictionary of World Religions 
(Oxford University Press, 2005) 
211 The Gnostic Gospel of Thomas is not a narrative but purportedly contains various sayings of Jesus that 
were found in the Nag Hammadi library in Egypt, in 1945. It is thought to have been among those rejected in 
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words of the Archangel Michael to Adam in Paradise Lost,212 and though the rebuttal 
seems definite: there is one final reckoning with the Catholic Church to contend with and 
one that also invokes the gnosis hinted at here. Again, it is the older connection with his 
inescapable ancestry that reveals the true value of his time in the Gatlinburg Mountains: 
 
Old distaff Celt’s blood in some back chamber of his brain moved him to 
discourse with the birches, with the oaks. A cool green fire kept breaking in the 
woods and he could hear the footsteps of the dead. Everything had fallen from 
him. He scarce could tell where his being ended or the world began nor did he 
care. (p.286)  
 
These last lines echo the famous closing refrain of The Orchard Keeper: ‘And he 
no longer cared to tell which things were done and which dreamt’ (p.259). For Suttree, the 
memory of this melding of self to world is crucial, since it moves him fully beyond the link 
of literal blood ties: when looking through a family album at his aunt’s house he muses on 
‘Old distaff kin coughed up out of the vortex […] I am, I am. An artefact of prior races’ 
(p.129), and this helps him free himself from the family tethers of expectation that act as 
restraints and that have kept him deliberately contrary to their will, at the cost of his own 
potential. Jung describes this healing of the divided self as a symptom of the ‘psychic 
dichotomy’ of our modern age: 
 
If they had lived in a world and in a milieu in which man was still linked by myth 
with the world of the ancestors, and thus with nature truly experienced and not 
seen from outside, they would have been spared this division within 
themselves.213 
 
Suttree, we note, bears the kind of hyper-sensitivity that could be mistaken for 
illness, but it can also seem to leave him numb, which echoes the behaviour of Mersault in 
Camus’ L’etranger in his detachment to his family; though here the family is a part of the 
catalyst for his lifestyle. His choices on how and where to live also seem to echo Camus’ 
notion of the Absurd in many of its absurdist dimensions,214 but it may be that Camus is 
                                                                                                                                              
favour of the Pauline gospels that became canonised under the authority of St. Augustine. ‘The Kingdom of 
God is inside you (and all about you), not in buildings of wood and stone. Split a piece of wood and I am 
there, lift a stone and you will find me.’ https://srsr.org/gnostic_gospels.htm [Accessed: August 2019] 
212 Milton, John Paradise Lost Book XII, Line575–587 ed. Philip Pullman (Oxford University Press, Oxford, 
2008) 
213 Jung, C.G. Memories, Dreams, Reflections (Fontana Press, London 1983) p.166 
214 This link has been explored by John Lewis Longley in ‘Suttree and the Metaphysics of Death,’ and by 
Frank Shelton in ‘Suttree and Death.’ https://www.cormacmccarthysociety.com/camus 
[Accessed: November 2018] 
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the wrong source of influence here since he comes up with a quite different conclusion to 
Søren Kierkegaard,215 who outlined the initial precepts of the idea of the absurd: 
 
What is the Absurd? It is, as may quite easily be seen, that I, a rational being, 
must act in a case where my reason, my powers of reflection, tell me: you can just 
as well do the one thing as the other, that is to say where my reason and reflection 
say: you cannot act and yet here is where I have to act [...] I must act, but 
reflection has closed the road so I take one of the possibilities and say: This is 
what I do, I cannot do otherwise because I am brought to a standstill by my 
powers of reflection.216 
 
Where Camus chose to pick up on the common stoic thread of much early to mid- 
20th century philosophy by choosing to accept the Absurd, to live freely and construct 
personal meaning in the face of it,217 Kierkegaard concludes — perhaps to resolve the 
conflicts of his own life — to make the ‘qualitative leap’ that has since become known as 
the ‘leap of faith,’ and to believe in something and seek to transcend an otherwise state of 
‘non-being’: 
 
In spite of or in defiance of the whole of existence he wills to be himself with it, 
to take it along, almost defying his torment […] rather than seek help he would 
prefer to be himself – with all the tortures of hell, if so it must be.218 
 
Ultimately, this choice of metaphysical belief over the apparent meaningless of 
existence is where Suttree’s experiences of dream, vision and hallucination bring him; and 
we can see the final stages of acknowledging that singular and momentous process in a 
series of barely veiled allusions. Early in the novel the landscape of East Tennessee is 
described as having a ‘primordial quality, [like] some steamy carboniferous swamp, where 
ancient saurians lurk in feigned sleep’ (p.11). The primordial still exists, at least in an 
imagined sense, in the waters that surround it; and even as the city tries to divest itself of 
the reminders — forever growing with new constructions over the old; layer upon layer of 
fresh accretions — still the decay is everywhere apparent. Its steady war of attrition 
becomes representative for Suttree of the: ‘Gnostic workmen who would have done this 
shabby shapeshow that masks the higher world of form’ (p.464).  
                                               
215 Michael Lyn Crews finds margin references to Kierkegaard in the drafts to Blood Meridian and The Road- 
both point to the philosopher’s discussion of Abraham and Isaac in Fear and Trembling. (Books are made out 
of Books, p.249) . The evidence of the texts suggest a longer familiarity with Kierkegaard’s ideas. 
216 Dru, Alexander. The Journals of Søren Kierkegaard (Oxford University Press, 1938) 
https://antilogicslism.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/thesicknessuntodeath.pdf [Accessed: July 2019] 
217 As detailed in his 1942 work of non-fiction: The Myth of Sisyphus. 
218 Kierkegaard, Søren. The Sickness Unto Death (Princeton University Press, New York, 1941). 
http://oxfordjournals.org/en/our-journals/arts-and-humanities/kierkegaard-articles.html [Accessed: August 
2019] 
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The statement is evidence of how far Suttree has travelled intellectually, for while 
his weeks of privation in the mountains initially reminded him of certain bleak 
interpretations of the truth that he already knew (‘the cold indifferent dark, the blind stars 
beaded on their tracks and mitered satellites and geared and pinioned planets all reeling 
through the black of space’ p.284, for example), the starvation also focuses his mind 
inwards until ‘he hardly knew if he dreamt or not,’ and he had looked at a ‘world of 
incredible loveliness’ (p.285). That second echo — in such short order — of those lines 
from The Orchard Keeper is surely not co-incidental, and serves to illustrate what is no 
longer a lingering residue of hallucinatory excess, but actually has experienced a major 
perceptual shift. Arguably Suttree has embraced the mythopoeic tendency in himself as a 
means of personal salvation, or his perceptions have been irrevocably altered and he has 
really come to believe in the Gnostic idea that the material world is simply a holding pen 
for the imprisoned divine spirits that our bodies hold. Based on the allusions to Gnosticism 
found in McCarthy’s earlier novels and also among the marginalia of his archive,219 either 
is possible, but we must be careful not to stretch the oft-repeated assertions of semi-
autobiography too far.220 Perhaps we should see Suttree’s psychological shift as a fusion of 
Kierkegaard’s absurdist ‘qualitative leap,’ and Jung’s mythopoeia.  Jung describes the 
tendency to create meaning as one that he’d found in himself:  
 
To the intellect, all my mythologizing is mere futile speculation. To the emotions, 
however, it is a healing and valid activity; it gives existence a glamour which we 
should not like to do without. Nor is there any good reason why we should.221 
 
What seems like a final period of lassitude overtakes Suttree, but it is actually the 
beginning of a near fatal bout of typhus. He is beset for many weeks by fever dreams, and, 
once again,  a rapid weight loss that gives him the kind of clarity we more commonly 
expect from religious fasting: part waking from one such dream of ‘temple, column, plinth 
and cornice’ to hear a priest ending the last rites, he manages to silently confront the last 
vestiges of his divided self: ‘Suttree lay alone in the dark with his death and who will come 
to weep the death of an alias? Or lay one flower down’ (p.460). The breaking of his 
delirium brings about a public declaration that draws together the half–remembered 
                                               
219 See Michael Lyn Crewes examination of archive sources in ‘Books are made out of Books:’ The Literary 
Influences of Cormac McCarthy (University of Texas Press, Austin, 2017) 
220 See Luce, Dianne C. Reading the World: McCarthy’ Tennessee Period (University of South Carolina 
Press, 2009) Daugherty, Leo “‘Gravers false and true:” Blood Meridian as Gnostic Tragedy’ Perspectives 
on Cormac McCarthy (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson, 1999), Crewes, Michael Lyn Books are 
Made out of Books: The Literary Influences of Cormac McCarthy 
221 Jung, C. Memories, Dreams, Reflections. Translated by R & C Winston. (London,Fontana Press 1995) 
p.331 
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revelations that privation rather than nature had brought about. Notably, it also takes place 
before a kindly priest, whose first question, of course, is whether he would like to confess:  
‘I did it,’ he says, raising a smile from the confessor, who goes on: 
 
You almost died. God must have been watching over you. 
You would not believe what watches. 
Oh? 
He is not a thing. Nothing ever stops moving. 
Is that what you learned? 
I learned that there is one Suttree and one Suttree only.  
I see said the priest. 
No. He said. You don’t. (p.461) 
 
It is appropriate that Suttree imparts his deeper knowledge of God to a Catholic 
priest; through its use of priestly mediators and its insistence on the use of Latin for 
transmission. Roman Catholicism remained one of the great mystery religions for well 
over a 1000 years— until vernacular translations of the bible began to appear with the 
invention of the printing press.222 Suttree’s successful individuation — his coming to terms 
with himself and his behaviour — is really an acceptance of personal gnosis; by invoking 
everything he has seen, all experience and each memory of hallucination, vision and 
dream, he becomes armed against an always uncertain future. Hans Jonas describes how 
gnosis (knowledge) ‘is by itself a purely formal term and does not specify what is to be 
known [but it] is closely bound up with revelatory experience, so that reception of the truth 
either through sacred or secret lore or through inner illumination replaces rational 
argument and theory.’223 For Suttree, the result is completely liberating: 
 
He had divested himself of the little cloaked godlet and his other amulets in a 
place where they would never be found in his lifetime and he’d taken for talisman 
the simple human heart within him. (p.468) 
 
He has moved beyond Dostoevsky’s underground man not simply by possessing a 
more generous nature, but by finally embracing the glimpses of a greater consciousness as 
he has found them, and weaving a mythology that transcends William James’ proscription 
of the ‘Sick Soul’ by confronting and nullifying the causes of it in himself.    
                                               
222 Outside of an individual understanding of the bible that vernacular translations enabled, many of the 
simplest tenets of Catholic faith require ca supernatural explanation, defined in the 1997 catechism as 
‘mysterium fidei’: mystery of faith. ‘Catechismus Ecclesiae Catholicae,’ 237" Vatican. va. 1992-06-25. 
[Accessed: July 2019] 
223 Jonas, Hans The Gnostic Religion: The Message of the Alien God and the Beginnings of Christianity 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1963) 
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It is tempting, post-hoc, to see Suttree’s story as the missing narrative in John 
Wesley’s suddenly complete individuation at the conclusion of The Orchard Keeper, and 
certainly the ultimate consequence of it — leaving and setting out towards the west — is 
identical. Suttree, in all its jagged, lyrical, confusing, despairing, fragmentary splendour, is 
just such an attempt to reveal the process of personal gnosis, of individuation, and 
individual wholeness, but with the ultimate coda that death in the form of a hunter not only 
exists, but is always ready to come. The final passage reveals the energy with which he 
should be resisted, just as Suttree – now armed with his mythopoeic gnosis — has worked 
out how to do so: 
 
Somewhere in the gray wood by the river is the huntsman and in the brooming 
corn and in the castellated press of cities. His work lies all wheres and his hounds 
tire not. I have seen them in a dream, slaverous and wild and their eyes crazed 
with ravening for souls in this world. Fly them. (p.471)224 
  
                                               
224 The closing passage has an almost exact source in a dream Jung recounts shortly before the death of his 
mother: ‘I was in a dense gloomy forest: fantastic, gigantic boulders lay about among huge, jungle-like trees 
it was a heroic, primeval landscape […] Then there were crashing in the underbrush, and a gigantic 
wolfhound with a fearful gaping maw burst forth. At the sight of it my blood froze in my veins. It tore past 
me, and I suddenly knew: the Wild Huntsman had commanded it to carry away a human soul.’ (MDR P.345) 
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Suttree’s Mythopoeic, its Later Expressions 
 and its Culmination in The Road  
 
 
 
The publication of Suttree (1979) marked the end of McCarthy's overt engagement 
with the American South; and just as he had moved west from Knoxville to El Paso three 
years earlier, so the locus of his work finally shifted too.225 The highly localised settings of 
those early novels had seen them marginalised as somehow too distinctly regionalist,226 but 
Suttree marks a closure on a body of work that uses an often disheartening familiarity of 
place to criticise incumbent human communities— whilst also mourning the deficiencies 
in human perception and behaviour that make such criticism necessary.  
Acknowledging the immutable in the seemingly transitory by means of metaphor, 
allegory and parable, allows McCarthy to pursue this conviction in ways that can — on 
close inspection — strike a universalist chord; but his treatment of the protagonists of 
Outer Dark and Child of God does seem to provide evidence of his belief in an 
unconscious moral agency, that had it not been distorted by extreme failures — in Jung’s 
terminology — of individuation, could arguably have seemed far reaching in its 
implications. The unconscious shadow that Hyde-like takes part-possession of both Culla 
and Lester is brought forth by severe imbalances in their respective psyches227 but the 
devastating behaviour that follows might be seen not as the unconscious operating 
independently, but rather as distortions of the unconscious resulting from those 
imbalances. It is only this unnatural growth that allows a fundamentally altered shadow-
self to break through the layers of acculturation that re-enforce symbolic-consciousness.  
Traditional notions of unconscious repression, of course, have their roots in Freud’s 
idea of symbolic-consciousness as an extrinsic phenomenon228 that must check and restrain 
the innately primal in just such a way. Jung’s personification of the unconscious, however, 
                                               
225 Arnold, Edwin T. , Luce, Dianne C. ‘Introduction’ Perspectives on Cormac McCarthy ed. Edwin T. 
Arnold & Dianne C. Luce (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson, 1999) p.5 
226 Hage, Eric Cormac McCarthy: A Literary Companion (McFarland & Company, Inc. Publishers, 2010) 
p.151 
227 In Culla, as we have seen, this is caused by repression and an imbibed misreading of the Christian 
Testaments, while with Lester limited sentience and self-consciousness combine with reduced circumstances 
to evince the beginning of the changes. 
228 See p.22,23 of this study   
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opens a whole world of complexity and nuance otherwise denied the deeper layers of the 
psyche; and he describes his own encounters with the various figures he meets in 
‘Confrontations with the Unconscious.’229 The phrase fully acknowledges both the power 
of the unconscious and the resilience of personality required to meet it. Weaker, 
incomplete, or damaged personalities might arguably lead to those negative changes in the 
unconscious I have described, and result in what appears to be marionette-like behaviour. 
We can see this in Culla’s twin acts of transgression: the first is suggested — however 
momentary or habitual it may be — by his filial incest before the novel begins, and the 
second occurs with his abandonment of the resulting new-born child, which he only 
becomes conscious of after the act (p.16-17). 230 His inability to confront these actions sees 
him in a permanent state of retreat from his shadow self, and further beset, because of that 
failure, by McCarthy’s demonic triune.  
The idea is more comprehensively explored in Child of God as Lester seems to 
increasingly become puppet-like; a marionette part-articulated by his damaged 
unconscious shadow. His confused personification of the female form that eventually sees 
him dress in his victims’ clothing and hair is the consequence of almost total possession by 
the warped and exaggerated part of his psyche; but McCarthy suggests an older, deeper 
part of his unconscious still remains: able to surface through his buckled identity when he 
is distanced from the society in which he no longer has a place (p.119, p.260). It is perhaps 
this quieted unconscious core that Lester finally takes refuge in, symbolized in his rebirth 
from underground back into a younger self that senses — but does not understand — the 
enormity of his crimes, and eventually sees him restored to that society231 in his new role 
as an incarcerated criminal.  
The indications of unconscious agency that McCarthy provides in these two novels 
also illustrate its limits. In Outer Dark he constructs a kind of perceptual panopticon 
around Culla because he refuses to accept responsibility for his actions — he is always in 
retreat from them. This is a first clear reference in McCarthy to the trope that sees prison as 
the central metaphor for consciousness. In Child of God Lester’s experience of life is 
depleted because his only partially developed symbolic-consciousness limits his 
perceptiveness — all of which occurs in a psyche contorted by external factors: he is 
perversely freed from his debilitating containment by his literal, eventual imprisonment. 
Suttree is a novel in which a psychic malaise is rendered as a form of imprisonment; a 
sensibility in the protagonist aided by the disaffecting psycho-geography of urban poverty 
                                               
229 The chapter appears in Jung’s memoir Memories, Dreams, Reflections (Arkana, Routledge, London) 1963 
230 See p.30 of this study. 
231 Just as the dumpkeeper is tolerated but kept at the community’s margins, so is the prison system an 
essential part of its apparatus. 
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and estrangement from family and social expectations. The desire to break free from his 
consuming introspection— that includes a projected shadow-self not dissimilar to Culla’s 
— and towards his own individuation rescues Suttree from alienation. Freud’s speculation 
regarding the genesis of taboo can arguably be seen in terms of the imposition that verbal 
language232 — representing symbolic consciousness — makes on the unconscious and that 
McCarthy describes in The Kekulé’ Problem. McCarthy states:  
 
[T]he fact that the unconscious prefers avoiding verbal instructions pretty much 
altogether—even where they would appear to be quite useful— suggests rather 
strongly that it doesn’t much like language and even that it doesn’t trust it. And 
why is that? How about for the good and sufficient reason that it has been getting 
along quite well without it for a couple of million years?’233 
 
Freud, of course, finds our animal origins persisting in the unconscious carnal and 
rapacious appetites that acculturation uneasily checks, where Jung sees an active 
unconscious continuum that possesses an illimitable complexity. We could arguably see 
The Kekulé Problem might be seen as a synthesis of the two views. McCarthy posits 
alienation as the by-product of language being imposed on the unconscious quickly, as 
though it were ‘a parasitic invasion,’234 while also suggesting that the unconscious 
performs a more sophisticated version of its original role as driver to biological 
success235— a role that arguably served as the founding source or our moral laws.236 
McCarthy’s conception, therefore, of the unconscious as ‘labouring under a moral 
compulsion to educate us’,237 recognises a sophisticated agent that is neither passenger nor 
captive but the continuing transmitter of, in his words, ‘guidance to your life in general’.238 
In these terms, arguably, the ‘suspicion’ McCarthy suggests as existing between the 
unconscious and verbal language, might well be considered toleration because of the 
abundant biological advantages enabled by the post-lingual (post-symbolic) acceleration of 
human culture.239 The unconscious moral agent should ordinarily — as McCarthy implies 
— be seen as something of a background operative. The often extreme examples of its 
                                               
232The philosopher José Luis Bermúdez describes the circularity of this connection in The Paradox of Self-
Consciousness (1998) http://cognet.mit.edu/book/paradox-of-self-consciousness [Accessed: August 2019] 
233 http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-kekul-problem [Accessed: August 2019] 
234 Ibid. 
235 The unconscious as guide to co-habitation, infant-rearing, incest –avoidance, communal protection etc. all 
geared towards the successful propagation of each animal species. 
236 The idea of two degrees of morality: ‘one on one’ and ‘community-concern See Frans deWaal’s excellent 
study: The Bonobo and the Atheist: In search of Humanism among the Primates (2013) 
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/267456168_The_Bonobo_and_the_Atheist_F_de_Waal_WW_Nort
on_and_Company_New_York_2013_289_pp  [Accessed: August 2019] 
237 http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-kekul-problem [Accessed: June 2017] 
238 Ibid. 
239 Reductions in the infant mortality rate and a generalised increase in lifespan worldwide might be taken as 
preliminary examples. 
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exponential growth in the first three novels lead to major distortions and consequently 
amoral — not to say immoral — behaviour which is  all consequent on its translation of 
external forces to the individual psyche. It is impossible  
 
Outer Dark and Child of God are bookended by tales in which McCarthy 
protagonists meet their psychic potential successfully; and it is perhaps no coincidence that 
John Wesley Rattner from The Orchard Keeper and the eponymous Suttree are also his 
least cipher-like, most intellectually rounded characters. Uncle Ather in The Orchard 
Keeper represents an older, now mythical, link to the natural world that is revealed in his 
own personal mythopoeic, which itself is framed by John Wesley’s self-realised act of 
mythopoeia in giving substance to his childhood narrative. Suttree sets out to test the 
boundaries of his own consciousness in a series of many — for the sake of implied gnosis 
— very necessary psychic adventures the interpretation of which provides legitimacy for 
the generation of his personal mythopoeia, and that arguably could be seen as a summation 
of McCarthy’s own. With Suttree, it has long been noted that McCarthy drew closely on 
his own life and experiences in Knoxville240 — Suttree is potentially an alter-ego in the 
manner of Joyce’s Stephen Dedalus.241 Certainly, the conscious generation of mythopoeia 
that can arguably be traced in Suttree seems to have coalesced around themes which 
pervaded the three previous Southern novels: notably the significance of dreams, the 
agency of the unconscious, the limitations of self-consciousness, alienation, and 
individuation.  
 
The interplay between these themes suggests a unifying narrative which might be 
defined in the following way: the human unconscious retains the memory and knowledge 
of total animal consciousness which has been overlaid and part-submerged by humans 
becoming conscious of themselves as separate, independent entities, capable of symbolic 
and abstract thought. This symbolic consciousness may be thought of as a rapid 
consequence of, or as rising in tandem with — even as interchangeable with — the origin 
or arrival of language; and in spite of the abundant advantages that accrued to the species, 
a by-product of the loss of total animal consciousness and the immediacy of experience 
                                               
240 Famously, some current inhabitants of Knoxville claim to find themselves depicted in the novel, and 
places and events are equally identifiable. Arnold, Edwin T. & Luce Dianne C. ‘Introduction’ Perspectives 
on Cormac McCarthy (University Press of Mississippi, Jackson, 1999) p.6 
241 The references to Joyce among critics are not confined to the Ulysses-like immediacy of prose, or 
McCarthy making of Knoxville what Joyce did with his psycho-geography of Dublin, but frequently draw 
comparisons to A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man in the suggestion that Suttree represents an alter-ego. 
See for example: Michael Lyn Crewes’ Books are Made out of Books: A Guide to Cormac McCarthy’s 
Literary Influences (University of Texas Press, Austin, 2017) p.46 
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that it implies, is alienation. That former state of wholeness (or totality of being) can 
sometimes be sensed in what seems to be the absence of thought— the merging of self into 
the world — but the most that can be hoped for is individuation: a totality of knowledge of 
the self, that accepts the unconscious as an ancient vessel of inherited, pre-existent forms— 
the archetypes — possessing an agency that ultimately accrues to the biological good of 
the human animal. The clearest expression of the complicated image-based communication 
that the unconscious has always engaged in may still be apparent in our dreams, and 
related to the experience of visions and hallucinations.  
In the absence of any certainty, an engagement with this narrative could form the 
basis of a tolerable personal mythopoeia, a wieldable gnosis acknowledging as it does the 
ultimately unknowable.242  
  
Suttree’s allusions to gnosis are first revealed in his off-hand comment ‘As above, 
so it is below’ (p.27),243 which McCarthy’s draft margin notes attribute directly to the 
Tabula Smaragdina244 — a medieval alchemical text that indicates the breadth of his 
reading, but at this early stage he is still confounded by knowing how to apply it. Jung 
describes how for him the study of alchemy reveals ‘an uninterrupted chain back to 
Gnosticism which gave substance to my psychology.’245  This is much the same 
justification that could be applied to Suttree’s dreams, visions and hallucinations which 
reveal alternate levels of reality by invoking states of perception that are actually different. 
The sense of an ulterior truth— a gnosis revealing a world beyond the ordinary world — 
has been a staple of human thinking, arguably, since the acquisition of symbolic thought. 
McCarthy, perhaps, describes the genesis of such revolutionary thinking when he proposes 
a dawning of metaphor, as literally, the first ‘realisation that one thing can be another.’ 
Some recent research appears to give weight to possible ways of understanding the well-
known metaphysics.  
Cognitive scientist Donald Hoffman describes how ‘[o]ur perceptual system is our 
window on the world, but it’s also a conceptual prison.’246 According to Hoffman and 
Manish Singh’s study, perception has evolved to operate at the required level for each 
species to operate successfully, and no more— this means that a perceptual system tuned 
                                               
242 Huxley described the idea to his friend, the polymath Herbert Spencer, and defined it in the following way 
‘Agnosticism, in fact is not a creed, but a method […] In matters of the intellect, follow your reason as far as 
it will take you, without regard to any other consideration.’ 
243 ‘Quod cest inferius / est sciat quod/ est superius’ This is taken from the Tabula Smaragdina, a  
medieval alchemical text, mentioned by Jung in M.D.R  (p.283 ) 
244Crewes, Michael, Lyn Books are made out of Books: A Guide to the Literary Influences of Cormac 
McCarthy (University of Texas Press, 2014) p.97 
245 M.D.R p.231 
246 https://www.wired.co.uk/article/the-reality-of-survival [Accessed: August 2019] 
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to survival does not correlate with objective reality— it does not portray a true picture of 
the world.247  In a similar way, until the arrival of quantum theory and relativity at the 
beginning of the 20th century, it was taken for granted that the laws of physics described 
the real world, but these new theories proved that those previous laws no longer provided 
an accurate way of perceiving nature.248  
An illustration of Hoffman and Singh’s theory is provided by the physicist Leonard 
Mlodinow, when he describes how raw information received by the retina is dependent on 
the unconscious mind to process and clarify it. The imagination performs that task using 
context, expectation, and even desire to create a three-dimensional image tuned to human 
purpose.249 This closely aligns with Jung’s acknowledgement of the influence of the 
unconscious mind expresses our evolutionary heritage through the archetypes — both 
natural and cultural —  the sum of experience of which have maintained the biological 
success of the species in just such a way.250 Mlodinow describes how social neuroscience 
is proving the deeper reality to our mental states that Jung’s theories pointed towards; ‘a 
reality that for all of prior human history has been hidden from view.’ 251 If it is possible to 
accept that our perception is dependent on the unconscious for explication, which is tuned 
ultimately only to our survival, then it is not unreasonable to entertain the provocative 
language of Hoffman and Singh when they describe the world as a ‘perceptual prison.’ 
 
The central figure in McCarthy’s fifth novel,252 Blood Meridian, or the evening 
redness in the west (1985) is a judge, whose existence seems predicated on the denial of 
both human authority and human agency. He asserts this with reference to the limitations 
of human perception — if we could only see the true appearance of our world then our 
narrative would be shown to be pure mythopoeia; it would be revealed to us as no more 
than: 
  
                                               
247‘Evolution by natural selection does not, in general, favour perceptions that are true descriptions of the 
objective world. Instead, research with evolutionary games show that perceptual systems tuned solely to 
fitness routinely out-competes those tuned to truth.’ Hoffman Donald D., Singh, Manish ‘Computational 
Evolutionary Perception’ https://doi.org/10.1068/p7275 [Accessed: August 2019]  
248 This really refers to Newtonian mechanics, established by the polymath in the in the 1680’s. 
249 Mlodinow, Leonard Subliminal: How Your Unconscious Mind Rules Your Behaviour (Penguin, London, 
2012) Prologue. p.4 
250 Ibid. p6 
251 These finding come from what Mlodinow defines as a revolution in social neuroscience, and the ‘new 
science of the unconscious.’ It is a field dependant on the use of functional Magnetic Resonance Imaging as a 
means of exploring the subliminal world of the unconscious. 
252The first of McCarthy’s western novels and considered by many to be his finest work of fiction— Harold 
Bloom for example, describes the novel as ‘the pre-eminent Western, not to be surpassed […] a canonical 
imaginative achievement, both an American and a universal tragedy of blood.’ Bloom’s Modern Critical 
Views: Cormac McCarthy (Infobase Publishing, New York, 2009) p.1 
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[a] hat trick in a medicine show, a fevered dream, a trance bepopulate with 
chimeras having neither analogue nor precedent, an itinerant carnival, a migratory 
tentshow.253  
 
‘Even in this world,’ the judge states, ‘more things exist without our knowledge than with 
it and the order in creation is that which you put there’ (p.245). This is a novel in which 
narrative distance expands and contracts like a desert mirage; but McCarthy conceals these 
arguably personal testaments on the nature of reality in a character who seems calculated to 
repel the reader. Any notion of common morality is tested against his almost 
overwhelming figure; and he, perhaps, embodies a new archetype: the savage nadir of the 
unconscious— a truth–telling fabular wolf in (almost) human form.  
Arguably, the judge is a figure of gnostic thought — though a narrative interjection 
seems calculated to deny the possibility — and it is hard to discount a sense of the 
supernatural in his characterisation.254 This possibility is enhanced by one of his more 
curious characteristics: he dances, and his apparent ecstasy in the act seems to recall the 
ecstatic dance of the Sufi, albeit to the nullification and not the praise of God, and the 
Nataraja (Lord of the Dance) of the Hindu God Shiva, who expresses the source of all 
movement in the universe and the desire to release all humans from the prison of earthly 
illusion255— but again the judge seeks to re-enforce that prison, not dispel it. The illusion, 
the judge reminds us, is re-enforced by our means of ordering the world: ‘Words are 
things,’ he says, ‘[t]heir authority transcends [our] ignorance of their meaning’ (p.85). 
 
McCarthy’s unpublished film script ‘Whales and Men’— which roughly coincides 
with the composing of Blood Meridian — has its central protagonist Peter Gregory musing 
on how man’s perception has been obscured by his means of organising phenomena: 
‘Language is a way of containing the world. A thing named becomes that named thing. It is 
under surveillance.’256 For the Judge, in his own terms, this is the necessity of life on the 
earth; ‘[n]othing,’ he says, ‘must be permitted to occur upon the ground save by my 
dispensation’ (p.199). To this end, he sketches the artefacts found when they make camp 
amid the impressive, always ambiguous ruins of the Anasazi. His actions recall Linnaeus, 
                                               
253 McCarthy, Cormac Blood Meridian; or the evening redness in the west (Picador, London, 1996) p.245 All 
subsequent references are given to this edition as page no. in the text. 
254 In gnostic thought, the judge to some extent fits the description of a demiurge: the creator of the material 
world and therefore solely concerned with maintaining it at any cost. The demiurge is subordinate, in theory, 
to the Archon, or supreme being — Oxford Concise Dictionary of World Religions (Oxford University Press, 
2005) The narrator of Blood Meridian amplifies the ambiguity of his status when he describes the judge as 
having ‘no trace […] with which to reckon his commencing.’ (p.309)   
255 Op. cit. 
256 Quoted in Crewes, Michael, Lyn Books are made out of Books: A Guide to the Literary Influences of 
Cormac McCarthy (University of Texas Press, 2014) p.57 
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but his categorisation is to be immutable and deleterious, and his purpose is not to aid 
understanding but to propagate confusion. On completing the last sketch in his ledger he 
pitches each relic into the fire ‘to expunge them from the memory of man’ (p.140). Erasing 
any trace of these past cultures allows the judge to limit human potential in learning and 
innovation: evolution beyond the ‘fevered dream’ described by our perception of the world 
is impossible. It is these failures of memory that help perpetuate a sense of circumscribed 
fate, where repeated error at least feels pre-ordained. ‘These ruins’ the judge says, ‘do you 
not think that this will be again? Aye. And again. With other people, with other sons’ 
(p.147).  
In line with McCarthy’s characterisation of the judge as a destabilising presence257 
he also offers a means of undermining his own work; in the creation of narrative — the 
conscious generation of mythopoeia:  
 
That man who sets himself the task of singling out the thread of order from the 
tapestry will by the decision alone have taken charge of the world and it is only by 
taking charge that he will affect a way to dictate the terms of his own fate.258 
(p.199) 
 
The apparent mastery of humans is well illustrated in All the Pretty Horses (1989), 
the first part of the Border Trilogy. In setting out to enact what he believes to be his birth-
right as a cowboy of the plains, John Grady Cole259 reveals an analogue talent for the 
breaking of horses.  Yet the connotations set in train by the act of horse-breaking— 
containing, controlling, re-defining the wild animal — seem to bear little connection to 
John’s relation to horses. McCarthy’s description of him riding a stallion at full gallop sees 
an empathic melding of beast to boy where the repeated question of ‘who’s will’ is 
subsumed in a torrent of prose about the act of becoming, and allusion is made to another 
means of perspective— an alternative means of perception: ‘the hot globes of his eyes 
where the world burned’260 (p.128).  
                                               
257 It is never clear to those the judge has contact with, exactly where truth exists— as with his declaiming 
perhaps falsely, a false preacher and starting a riot in the process (p.6), and his exposition on geological time 
and how if God has spoken, then his voice can be heard in ‘stones, flowers, bones.’ (p.116) He does this so 
persuasively that his listeners become proselytes, until he laughs again to confound them. 
258 Jung described the ‘high-flown’ rhetorical style of figures drawn from his own unconscious— but that is 
their style, he writes: ‘Archetypes speak the language of high rhetoric, even of bombast [and partly this is 
because] below the threshold of consciousness everything [is] seething with life.’ Jung, C.G Memories, 
Dreams, Reflections (Fontana Press, London 1983) p.202 
259 McCarthy’s depiction of John Grady Cole is reminiscent of his characterisation of John Wesley Rattner, 
not least in his generous bestowal of good natured personality and earnest intent. They are also linked by 
their tri-part names: both of them become shortened as a break in family continuity is acknowledged. 
260 McCarthy, Cormac All The Pretty Horses. (London: Picador, 1993) p.128. All subsequent references are 
given to this edition as page no. in the text. 
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This intense sympathy for the living world is further in evidence when he 
experiences a period of waking transcendence: 
 
he put his hands on the ground and pressed them against the earth and in 
that coldly burning canopy of black he slowly turned dead centre to the world, all 
of it taut and trembling and moving enormous and alive under his hands. (p.119) 
 
This pantheistic sense of connection to the world has been called many different 
names,261 and is explored different disciplines262— A similar experience is described in a 
dream state after John Grady has been imprisoned. It is a dream understandably concerned 
with unrestrained movement and he runs through a meadow on a high plain, surrounded by 
horses of every age: 
 
[A]nd they moved all of them in a resonance that was like music among them and 
they were none of them afraid […] they ran in that resonance which is the world 
itself and which cannot be spoken but only praised. (p.161) 
 
The kind of stoic existentialism that John Grady gradually comes to exhibit is first 
shown in his taciturn habits of speech, but it is arguably through his dreams and moments 
of transcendence that his character is truly revealed. His sympathetic reading of the world 
is perhaps informed by that sense of birth-right— it could equally be described as a feeling 
of destiny. His carefully guarded mythopoeic is imbued with impossibly tragic grandeur 
the moment it is clear the family ranch will be sold (an act forced by the death of his 
grandfather). He then sets out to reclaim the semi-mythic cowboy inheritance of which he 
feels dispossessed. This essentially romantic view of life is pegged to a moral certitude that 
is as unyielding as it is unrealistic. McCarthy could arguably be exploring the redundancy 
of the archetypal hero myth, 263  because as John Sepich notes, the idea of the cowboy 
cannot exist without the corral and the corral is a border.264 That John Grady carefully, 
                                               
261 Anthropology found fresh evidence of it among isolated communities in the 19th century, and Sir Edward 
Tylor then defined it as animism; ‘an idea of pervading life and will in nature,’ and saw in it the roots of the 
earliest religions and came about because of the influence of visions and dreams. Tylor, Edward Primitive 
Culture (1871) Jan Smuts rejected animism but sought to describe an ‘inner driving force [a] creative 
principle’ that expressed the progress of evolution that included matter, life, mind and human personality; 
which he called holism: (p. 101) ‘Holism constitutes them all, connects them all, and so far as explanations 
are at all possible, explains and accounts for them all.” (Smuts, 1927, p. 329) Recent interpretations of the 
basic idea of an interconnected whole include Lovelock and Margulis’ the Gaia Hypothesis (1969), string 
theory in particle physics, and also understandably emanate from the Santa Fe Institute, whose goal is the 
study of complex systems. http://guyduplessis.com/books/the-holism-of-jan-smuts/ [Accessed: August 2019] 
262 We find similar theories regarding the interconnectedness of the world in anthropology, the history of 
religion, in physics, in biology, and of course in the field of complexity science. 
263 Nathanael West had pinpointed the vanishing, largely redundant world of the cowboy in The Day of the 
Locust (1939) 
264 Sepich, John Notes on Blood Meridian: Revised and Expanded Edition (University of Texas Press, Austin, 
2013) p.317 
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respectfully cuts and re-joins the fence lines that impede their progress across the plains 
signifies the metaphysical limit of such ideas. These are the conscious psychic restraints 
that adumbrate the land, but re-enforcing them is that ultimate sense of the human desire to 
narrate the world, to author it, and in the process authorise it. This can find expression in 
something as necessary and ultimately singular as a personal mythopoeic or in the 
combined majesty and tragedy of breaking horses. 
 
Billy Parham, the central protagonist of The Crossing (1994), bears a narrative load 
so freighted with tragedy, misadventure and sorrow that it is only his refusal to inscribe a 
narrative arc to his life — to generate a mythopoeic on even the most basic level — that 
arguably saves him from buckling beneath its weight. In obvious contrast to John Grady, 
McCarthy imbues Billy with an almost overwhelming sense of doubt about the 
significance of his role in the world, a sense that sees him increasingly alienated from its 
potential vitality and in retreat from its essential mystery. Perhaps more than other 
McCarthy protagonists to this point, Billy is subject to outrageous and arbitrary 
consequences that far outweigh any causal factor— a Job who only knows misfortune.265. 
This is well illustrated in the death of the she-wolf, which he tracks, traps and decides to 
‘liberate’ back to the safer mountains of Mexico. The fierce connection they establish on 
the journey owes everything to Billy’s inexperience of the world; at this early stage of the 
novel such a journey — in so far as he registers its reality — is even possible. Her re-
capture, her abuse and fight to near death — a savagery that Billy can only end by killing 
her himself — leads to what is, perhaps, the defining moment of his life: an induced 
crossing, a feat of imagination that transcends his sorrow: 
 
He put his hand upon her bloodied forehead and closed his own eyes that he could 
see her running in the mountains, running in the starlight where the grass was wet 
[…] Deer and hare and dove and groundvole all richly empanelled on the air for 
her delight, all nations of the possible world […] he reached to hold what cannot 
be held […] never be held and is no flower but is swift and a huntress and the 
wind itself is in terror of it and the world cannot lose it.266  
 
The intensity of this visionary waking moment seems to permanently drain Billy of 
many of his remaining resources; losing the wolf so damages his sense of agency that he 
                                               
265 Without stretching the connection too far, this would ally McCarthy with Jung’s Answer to Job— in 
which Job is wholly innocent: https://www.jungiananalysts.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/07/C.-G.-Jung-
Collected-Works-Volume-11_-Psychology-and-Religion_-West-and-East.pdf (p.321) [Accessed: September 
2019]  
266 McCarthy, C. The Crossing. (London: Picador, 1994) p.131 All subsequent references are given to this 
edition as page no. in the text. 
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arguably retreats within himself— never reaching out again for the ineffable connection of 
which he is clearly capable. When he eventually returns home, it is to find his parents 
murdered, his younger brother severely wounded, and the house stripped bare. The defence 
he sets up against any such future trouble is a re-doubling of the easy scepticism he had 
known as a child,267 to the extent that a novel replete with warnings, messages and 
prophesies in the form of dreams, is actually working against Billy. Each claim to 
significance or deeper meaning is met with the same habitual doubt and an increasing 
sense of disconnection. Quijada, a Yaqui Indian, describes Billy’s sense of alienation when 
he tries to dissuade him from exhuming his recently killed brother and returning him to 
‘his own country.’ Quijada replies: 
 
The world has no name […] The names of the cerros and the sierras and the 
deserts exist only on maps. We name them that we do not lose our way. Yet it was 
because the way was lost to us already that we made those names. The world 
cannot be lost. We are the ones. (p.387)  
 
Cities of the Plain (1997) brings the Border Trilogy to a close — it contains the 
slowly unfolding tragedy that is the death of John Grady who refuses to yield or 
compromise his youthful ideals — and the many decades long decline of Billy whose life 
is shown to be no less tragic because he lacks the means to order the world, in his refusal to 
create or tolerate mythopoeia in his own life. The novel also contains McCarthy’s longest 
description and discussion of a dream. It is a complex undertaking leavened by the still 
doubting presence of Billy; now a worn-weary 78 year old who has borne the reality of the 
vanishing world of the cowboy.268 He is recently homeless, and when he wakes cold and 
wet from sheltering under a concrete overpass, he begins conversing with a Mexican whom 
he initially believes to be the figure of death. The stranger denies the possibility good 
humouredly— but immediately begins a sometimes ambiguous disquisition on that very 
subject. It is a narrative ultimately concerned with narrative— with the mythopoeic and 
Billy struggles against it. His lack of self-reflection on his full apportioning of sorrow first 
witnessed in The Crossing, is the limiting factor of his life. His inability to construct a 
narrative from it — a bearable mythopoeia — sees him unable to process many of its key 
                                               
267 Boyd dreams twice of a ‘big fire out on the dry lake […] these people were burnin. The lake was on fire 
and they was burnin up.’ A sceptical Billy reassures him; ‘People have dreams all the time. It don’t mean 
nothin [t]here aint nothin bad going to happen. You just had a bad dream is all. It don’t mean somethin bad is 
goin to happen’ (p.36). 
268 Billy is now reduced to working as a period extra on film sets, much as Nathanael West foresaw the fate 
of the cowboy. 
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events. The stranger describes one of the ways he had sought to generate meaning in his 
own life: 
 
In the middle of my life, he said, I drew the path of it upon a map and I studied it 
a long time. I tried to see the pattern that it made upon the earth because I thought 
that if I could see that pattern and identify the form of it then I would know better 
how to continue, I would know what my path must be. I would see into the future 
of my life. (p.268) 
 
Billy is resistant on many levels, not least because such a device would require 
interpretation. When the stranger introduces a dream narrative, he is ready to walk away: ‘I 
ain’t thought about ‘em at all. I’ve just had ‘em.’269 The stranger admits that this does seem 
to be the case, and questions his assertion that he is always the active component in them— 
in the process of doing so the stranger references Robert Louis Stevenson’s fantasy 
regarding the generation of his own dreams, then brings the subject closer to Peter 
Gregory’s meditation on dream language in ‘Whales and Men’:270  
 
It is not the case that there are small men in your head holding a conversation.271 
There is no sound. So what language is that? [I]n such dreams there is a language 
that is older than the spoken word at all […] with it there can be no lie or 
dissemblance of the truth. (p.281) 
 
The stranger arguably describes a summation of Jung’s theory of the collective 
unconscious: stretching back ‘[t]en thousand generations and more’, and notes that this is 
the narrative we share in dreams. The circumstances and events of the waking world, 
however, are forced upon us. Billy’s incomprehension of his role in the process of ordering 
the events in his life, in defining the circumstances and creating a tolerable, liveable 
mythopoeia which could have absorbed them— rather than being defined by a series of 
otherwise seemingly arbitrary tragedies — is then underlined in terms which even he 
cannot deny: ‘It is we who assemble them into the story which is us: each man is the bard 
of his own existence’ (p.283). 
  
                                               
269 McCarthy, Cormac Cities of the Plain (Picador, London, 1997) p.277 All subsequent references are given 
to this edition as page no. in the text. 
270 See p.5 of this study 
271 A more or less direct reference to Robert Louis Stevenson’s ‘A Chapter on Dreams’ in Across the Plains 
(1892):  Stevenson describes ‘the little people’ who develop his dreams […] what shall I call them but my 
Brownies […]That part which is done while I am sleeping is the Brownies’ part beyond contention; but that 
which is done when I am up and about is by no means necessarily mine, since all goes to show the Brownies 
have a hand in it even then.’ https://www.bl.uk/collection-items/a-chapter-on-dreams-by-robert-louis-
stevenson p.124 [Accessed: September 2019] 
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Billy’s desire for death as a means of rest and forgetting comes to define these last 
years of his life. Arguably, the stranger’s narration of his dream within a dream is the salve 
that could make the process more bearable for him: 
 
For as the power to speak of the world recedes from us so must also the story of 
the world lose its thread and therefore its authority. The world to come must be  
composed of what is past. No other material is at hand. (p.289) 
 
There is also an undeniably portentous — even apocalyptic — tone to the statement 
that, arguably, brings to mind Billy’s distant witnessing of the first atomic weapons test,272 
at the conclusion of The Crossing, and also prefigures the ultimate fate of any pre-existent 
mythopoeic in The Road. 
 
The spare, uncomplicated prose of No Country for Old Men (2005) is perhaps a 
legacy of its origins as a screenplay, and certainly its nemesis figure, Anton Chigurh — 
though relatable to the titanic judge of Blood Meridian — seems calculatedly filmic, as 
does the manner of his death-dealing, and even his occasional pronouncements on the 
nature of fate. Despite these potentially limiting residual features, the devices that 
McCarthy uses in the later prose story see it replete with archetypal figures and motifs— 
later insertions perhaps, but explicable additions when seen through the interpretive lens of 
McCarthy’s mythopoeic. 
Llewelyn Moss is a former combat sniper and, perhaps, unexpectedly — is 
arguably a blend of Sylder and Rattner from The Orchard Keeper. The greater part of his 
character seems drawn from the bootlegger Sylder, and all three are connected by military 
service — but it is the actual combat role both Rattner and Moss experience that links them 
more closely. When Moss, well equipped, and in good light, misses a buck shot over a 
clearly inordinate distance, it is described by some critics as a failure in some way endemic 
to his character.273  Arguably, it is his experience of combat in Vietnam that has led to this 
failed shot— this relates him at least partially to Rattner who was potentially irrevocably 
altered by his experiences. The suggested damage to Moss is in no way as severe, but it 
may suggest an extra layer of self-consciousness that reduces his natural ability — his 
father later describes him as ‘the best rifleshot I ever saw. Bar none’ (p.293) — and this 
allows a now flawed judgement to take over. There is a similarity to Lester (another crack-
                                               
272 This occurs after he has tried to enlist multiple times, but is repeatedly turned away for a heart murmur — 
‘a four-F’ (p.344) 
273 Ellis, Jay ‘Fetish and Collapse in No Country for Old Men’ in Cormac McCarthy ed. Harold Bloom 
(Infobase Publishing, New York, 2009) p.139 
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shot) from Child of God whose failure to kill with a single shot signals the rapid conclusion 
of his narrative. 
 Sheriff Bell proves the real focus of the novel particularly in the long passages of 
his interior monologue, which grant a glimpse of the private world of a man who, without 
this device, could easily seem like another taciturn, stoic Texan sheriff. This would have 
made of him a western stereotype, not an archetype, but— in a way not seen since Suttree 
— he is revealed to be full of doubt and uncertainty. His own mythopoeia is in some sense 
created for him— a decorated war hero who then walked into the elected sheriff’s role 
because of it. Yet the decoration was ill-earned in his eyes, and though his life and works 
are revealed to be morally sound (as his monologue seems to attest), it is this failure to 
narrate his life on his own terms and generate his own myths that causes his inner turmoil.  
He retains some hope in the face of the novel’s catastrophic events. Bell stands 
silently, musing on a hand carved stone water trough and the type of person who made it; 
‘fit to last 10,000 years. Why was that? [I think] there was some sort of promise in his 
heart […] I would like to be able to make that kind of promise’274  
Much of Bell’s disquiet is linked to memories of his father and an imagined sense 
of his failure before that imagined ideal. The final passage of the novel, a heavily symbolic 
rendering of Jung’s petering flame of consciousness dream275, shows the weave that binds 
McCarthy’s mythopoeic— the promise of a future with full reference to the past — 
without yet exposing the thread: 
 
Like we was both back in older times and I was on horseback goin through the 
mountains of a night. Goin through this pass in the mountains. It was cold and 
there was snow on the ground and he rode past me and kept on goin. Never said 
nothin. He just rode on past and he had this blanket wrapped around him and he 
had his head down and when he rode past I seen he was carryin fire in a horn the 
way people used to do and I could see the horn from the light inside of it. About 
the colour of the moon. And in the dream I knew that he was going on ahead and 
that he was fixin to make a fire somewhere out there in all that dark and all that 
cold and I knew that whenever I got there he would be there. And then I woke up. 
(p.309)  
 
                                               
274 McCarthy, C. No Country for Old Men. (London: Picador, 2005) p.307 All subsequent references are 
given to this edition as page no. in the text. 
275 It was night in some unknown place, and I was making slow and painful headway against a mighty wind. 
Dense fog was flying along everywhere. I had my hands cupped around a tiny light which threatened to go 
out at any moment. Everything depended on keeping this light alive […] gigantic black figure following […] 
vita peracta […] The storm pushing against me was time ceaselessly flowing into the past [it] draws 
everything into itself; we can only escape from it - for a while- by pressing forward. Jung, C.G MDR (p.107) 
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McCarthy began working on The Road (2006) in the aftermath of September 11th, 
2001,276 though it was actually a novel four years in the writing, and as such it takes its 
place among the delayed creative responses to that day.277 The philosopher John Gray 
describes how the hijackers of 9/11 did far more than demonstrate American vulnerability: 
‘they destroyed an entire view of the world.’278 That view was predicated on a belief that 
societies were becoming essentially the same, modernising, and progressing link-stepped, 
albeit unevenly, with the onward march of history. Gray writes in a later essay: ‘Being 
modern means realising our values— the values of the Enlightenment, as we like to think 
of them.’279 The Grand Narrative of Western Civilisation and its role in McCarthy’s work 
has been effectively discussed before,280 and equally, what has been described as the late 
modernism of McCarthy’s work281 — because of its specific de-authorisation of the word 
— is perhaps really the culmination and clarification of a long held conviction on the 
nature of the reality we have constructed for ourselves. This, arguably, is both the 
recognition of mythopoeia inherent to our essential need for order, description and 
narration of the world, and also the core of McCarthy’s personal mythopoeic. It is, 
arguably, this structure that has increasingly informed each of his novels which first found 
coherent expression in Suttree. Its fragility is pointed towards in the epilogue of Cities of 
the Plain, and in The Road, in which a perceived metaphysical threat to the world order 
(hubristic guardian of the Grand Narrative) has arguably been translated into a fictional 
apocalypse that defines the central importance of that mythopoeic. In the margin of an 
early draft of The Road, McCarthy writes:  
 
What is gone that was ten thousand years in the making and will never be again is 
the collective dream of man of which alone the future is composed. Wherein alone 
resides his raw belief in the rightness of his being. The dream of the world which 
for him is the world itself and without which there is only clay and rock and the 
aimless wind that bears the cries of all things that bleed.282 
 
The Road centres on a father and son as they journey eastwards to the coast283 
through a devastated landscape. The catastrophe from which this man and boy — who 
                                               
276 Lincoln, Kenneth- American Canticles p.163 
277 Gray, Richard- After the Fall: American Literature since 9/11 Wiley- Blackwell, Chichester, 2011 
278 Gray, John- Straw Dogs: Thoughts on Humans and Other Animals Granta Books, London, 2002 p175 
279 Gray, John- Al Qaeda and What it Means To be Modern Faber & Faber, London 2003 p3 
280 John Cant has written compellingly on this subject. See The Road in Bloom’s Modern Critical Views: 
Cormac McCarthy. (New York: Info Based Publishing, 2009)p.183 
281 David Holloway investigates this idea convincingly in The Late Modernism of Cormac McCarthy 
(Greenwood Press, Santa Barbara, 2002) 
282 (97/4 un-paginated oversize page) in the Witliff Collection Archives held at Texas State university 
283 The direction is potentially significant in terms of the Grand Narrative, and the place of America in it. The 
European ‘discovery’ of the continent made it a central part of the story and the collapse of that former 
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remain nameless — daily reel, and from which there is no respite, is referred to only once 
as ‘[a] long shear of light and then a series of low concussions.’284 Whilst the climatic 
consequences of the event initially suggest nuclear winter, there is no evidence of radiation 
sickness, only of fire, and a fire that has consumed everything, including the sky. In this 
never to be righted again world, former anthropocentric myths are briefly re-invigorated to 
illuminate the absolute loss of each narrative; as when the moon renders the night only 
slightly less black, while by day, ‘the banished sun circles the earth like a grieving mother 
with a lamp’ (p.32). McCarthy’s work has often indicated the potential for humankind to 
devour both itself and the world but there is no direct evidence of that here,285 nor is the 
fire easily attributable to a cosmic cleansing of the human condition since nothing, from 
the living to the inanimate, come out unscathed.286 Rather, the arbitrary nature of existence 
is foregrounded; when the man sees ‘for a brief moment the absolute truth of the world. 
The cold relentless circling of the intestate earth. Darkness implacable. The blind dogs of 
the sun in their running. The crushing black vacuum of the universe’ (p.138). 
 
The man is reminded of this hopelessly post-mythopoeic world when he enters the 
charred ruins of a library where someone has tipped the remaining shelves over: ‘Some 
rage at the lies arranged in their thousands row on row […] It surprised him. That the space 
that these things occupied was itself an expectation’ (p.199). McCarthy’s de-authorisation 
of the word moves us a long way from the perceived logos that arguably centred the 
development of Western civilisation. McCarthy acknowledges the undeniable centrality of 
the logos to the mythopoeic in The Road when the narrator describes it as the ‘sacred 
idiom,’ but its new reality is composed of a shrinking core of  
 
parsible certainties […] The names of things slowly following those things into 
oblivion. Colors, The names of birds. Things to eat. Finally the names of things 
one believed to be true. More fragile than he would have thought. (p.93) 
 
Dreams in the novel are freighted with memories of a world which has vanished; of 
colour and the sounds of abundant life which must be woken from quickly, lest the illusion 
                                                                                                                                              
psychic narrative understandably bring them closer to its western source. It is also a literal return eastward for 
McCarthy after more than thirty years living and writing of the American west.  
284 McCarthy, Cormac The Road (Picador, London, 2006) p.54 All subsequent references are given to this 
edition as page no. in the text. 
285 A process potentially begun in Blood Meridian, inferred with the first atomic explosion in Cities of the 
Plain, and imagined by Sheriff Bell as the coming future in No Country for Old Men. 
286 The paleo-biologist Doug Erwin, a friend of McCarthy, describes the source of the catastrophe as being 
his response to a series of questions by the author about the Cretaceous-Tertiary meteorite that triggered the 
mass extinction of the dinosaurs 65 million years ago. http://www.davidkushner.com/article/cormac-
mccarthys-apocalypse/ [Accessed: August 2019] 
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drain the dreamer too much. Nightmares are more relevant to lived experience, and there is 
a seamless transition into disfigured reality. The circadian rhythms of life have limited 
relevance, as does the seasonal cycle — and this is the true deconstruction of context and 
meaning. The man’s response to these crushing truths is liminal. Though he no longer 
bears a name of his own, he remains a father. He tells the boy that they are ‘carrying the 
fire,’ a repeated motif (p.18, 70, 234), and the signifier of civilisation; it links their travails 
not to Sisyphus in his unending labour, but to the heroic and indomitable Prometheus: 
They carry a gift that elevated the species, and enabled it. Myth, form and ritual: this is the 
gift of the man to the boy. He is still forced to justify this to himself, but it is his 
responsibility to leave the boy something — possibly just one thing — in his certainty that 
the boy will outlive him: ‘All of this like some ancient anointing. So be it. Evoke the 
forms. Where you’ve nothing else construct ceremonies out of the air and breathe upon 
them’ (p.77). Jung describes the arguable importance of the mythopoeic in similar terms: 
‘As far as we can discern, the sole purpose for human existence is to kindle a light in the 
darkness of mere being.’287  
 
In an interview with Garry Wallace in 1989, McCarthy is reported as describing the 
mystical experience as a ‘direct apprehension of reality, unmediated by symbol.’288 It is the 
symbol, articulated by the symbolic consciousness, and informed, as Mlodinow reminds 
us, by the imagination, that forms the basis of our perception. The research of Hoffman and 
Singh posits the likelihood of perception being tuned to survival, and not to the 
apprehension of an objective, true (in their terms) representation of reality. Arguably, when 
McCarthy equates the mystical experience with a ‘direct apprehension of reality,’ he 
confirms a key pillar of his mythopoeic— in that human perception is the limiting factor in 
our experience of any objective reality— in our experience of an objective ‘truth.’  
The endowing of our world with symbols in the process of gaining authority over 
it, has therefore, in a sense, potentially removed us from a prelapsarian totality of animal 
consciousness. Our unconscious, arguably the first means of guidance and direction in the 
human animal, is also the first creator of symbols— the first storyteller. If, as we have 
seen, there is arguably a biological imperative to some moral behaviour, then successful 
transmission of that message by the simple utility of images could be an example, as 
McCarthy suggests in The Kekulé Problem,  of the unconscious ‘labouring under a moral 
                                               
287 Jung, C.G Memories, Dreams, Reflections  
288 Wallace, Garry, ‘Meeting McCarthy,’ Southern Quarterly, 1992, Vol. 30, No. 4, pp. 134-139. 
https://aquila.usm.edu/soq/ [Accessed: September 2019] 
84 
 
compulsion to educate us.’289 Advantages accrued to our species with the convening of the 
symbolic domain, but this arguably came at the cost of the diminution of the role of the 
unconscious, which took a secondary position as understanding became more complex and 
thought more abstract. McCarthy contends that the capacity of the unconscious is 
potentially illimitable— and it is certainly unknown — but his reasoning behind the 
unconscious’ continuing use of images is compelling: it is another ‘just so’ story that 
potentially brings light to the unknown, and stimulates argument and thought. Where 
Kleist wanted to move beyond that incomplete union of symbolic consciousness to the 
animal, McCarthy, it seems, would, on some level, settle for a reversal in perception, for 
the scales to drop from our eyes, and for us to see the world as it really is.  
 In the absence of that possibility then it may be instructive to see McCarthy’s work 
as a series of maps, populated by symbols and attempting to describe a territory — but, as 
Korzybski asserts ‘[a] map is not the territory it represents,’290 it simply bears a similar 
structure. The territory itself, based on our means of perception, is liable to remain 
unknown, occasionally glimpsed but unreachable to most, unless the essence of that 
mythopoeic is successfully mediated though symbol, such as we arguably find in the 
concluding passage of The Road: 
 
Once there were brook trout in the streams in the mountains. You could see them 
standing in the amber current where the white edges of their fins wimpled softly 
in the flow. They smelled of moss in your hand. Polished and muscular and 
torsional. On their backs were vermiculate patterns that were maps of the world in 
its becoming. Maps and mazes. Of a thing which could not be put back. Not be 
made right again. In the deep glens where they lived all things were older than 
man and they hummed of mystery. (p.307) 
  
                                               
289 http://nautil.us/issue/47/consciousness/the-kekul-problem [Accessed: June 2017] 
290Alfred Korzybski ‘Science and Sanity’ (International Non-Aristotelian Library Publishing Company, 
1933) pg58 
https://books.google.com/?id=WnEVAQAAIAAJ&q=%22A+map+is+not+the+territory+it+represents,+but,
+if+correct,+it+has+a+similar+structure+to+the+territory,+which+accounts+for+its+usefulness.%22  
[Accessed: January 2019] 
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The common end of all narrative, nay, of all Poems is to convert a series into a Whole: to 
make those events, which in real or imagined History move on in a strait Line, assume to 
our Understandings, a circular motion— the snake with its Tail in its Mouth (CL IV 545). 
Samuel Taylor Coleridge: A letter to Joseph Cottle, 1815 
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